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Forest Hill Road 
 
 This morning I found a man on our front lawn. I was coming back from dropping 
off the kids. I pulled into our driveway and stepped out of the car and there he was, 
standing under the Miller’s tree. 
 “Hi,” he said. 
 Jesus Christ, I thought. 
He gave me this meek look. He raised his palms to show me he meant no harm. I 
kept the car between us. I reached into my bag and got out my phone. 
He was older. Or else he was our age and only looked older. White. Medium 
build. T-shirt, jeans. Running shoes. Later, when I spoke to the police, I kept calling him 
“nondescript.” 
“I lived here once.” That was the second thing out of his mouth. 
“Oh,” was all I could manage. By this point I’d punched in the nine and the one. 
“A long time ago,” he said, and drifted closer.  
Out of the shade, in the sunlight, he looked more sad than dangerous. Still, I kept 
my finger over that one. 
“My folks sold this place to the Ameses,” he said. “You know the Ameses?” 
“No.” 
“Been here long?” 
It occurred to me that this might all be some kind of scam. So I lied, “A couple of 
years.” 
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He saw that I was unnerved. For a moment, he just stood there, quiet, with one 
foot on the grass and the other on the pavement. Then he asked, “How about the Fosters? 
Do you know the Fosters?” 
I did, but barely, and they were long gone. A nice couple, with grown children, 
they’d lived alone in the brick house at the top of the street. Not too long after we got 
here, they moved, or else they passed. I can’t remember which. I hadn’t thought of them 
in years. It surprised me to hear him mention their name. Of course, it didn’t prove that 
he wasn’t some kind of criminal. “Sorry,” I told him, “no.” 
Again, he got quiet. For a second, he studied his shoes. Then he shot me this shy 
little smile. “Listen,” he said, “this might sound silly.” 
Great, I thought. Here it comes. The big ask: life has been unkind, lady, now get 
out your checkbook. But I was wrong. 
“Have you,” he said, “had the yard landscaped?” 
How strange, I thought. What an odd way to scare up business. I shook my head 
no. 
“And you haven’t, or someone else hasn’t, somehow moved this tree?” 
He pointed behind him, to the Miller’s tree: a sturdy, twelve-foot dogwood in full 
flower. Moving it would be impossible. It would kill the thing. I said no. Also, I scowled. 
He was trespassing. He was giving me the creeps. And now he was talking nonsense. 
Somehow he misread my frown. 
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“I have a very clear memory of being a little kid in this house and looking out 
from the kitchen at this tree. It’s my first memory, I think. At least, it’s the first one that I 
can still find.” 
That threw me. After that, I had no idea what he’d do. He might’ve begun 
weeping. He might’ve started doing jumping jacks. He might’ve pulled out a harmonica 
and played “Moon River.” I said, “Well, it’s a nice tree.” All I could think was: Get off 
my lawn, get off my lawn, get off my lawn. 
He didn’t budge. He wasn’t finished. He squinted, as if that might help his 
thinking: “I remember standing in the kitchen and watching the Fosters’ daughter—she 
was friends with my older sister—watching her walk past that tree, up the road to her 
house. It’s all right here,” and he pressed his finger to his forehead, “like a little movie. 
She disappears behind the tree. A second later she reappears, a little smaller, on the other 
side. The door I’m looking out of is split into two panes: screen on top, glass on bottom. 
I’m watching her through the glass. My hand is pressed against it and leaves a smudge.” 
He drifted off. His talking irked me, but so did his staying quiet. It made him 
seem too comfortable. As if he owned a share of the place. I said, “Goodness”—and now 
my voice was about half-sarcastic—“that really is something.” 
“How old was I when I was watching that, do you think?” 
Here, I almost made a joke—“thirty?”—but held off. “Jeez,” I said. “I couldn’t 
possibly know.” 
“Big enough to stand, too small to see through the top pane. How old is that?” 
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I didn’t respond. It was becoming more than tiresome. Then he said something 
that put me right back on edge. 
“Listen,” he asked, “do you have kids?” 
I didn’t answer him. Of course I didn’t answer him. I checked the yard for 
evidence—toy trucks, water guns, action men. Thank goodness, there was nothing. Thank 
goodness, he let it drop. He was looking all around again, smiling like a clown, as if the 
four-year-old him might suddenly pop out of a bush and hug onto his leg. 
“Years,” he said. “I haven’t been back here in years. Now that I am, I can see that 
the picture I’ve had all this time in my head is off. Not by a lot, but still. The tree is too 
close to the house and too far from the road. I’m not sure if—if I was to stand in your 
kitchen—I’m not sure I’d be able to see someone walking up the road like that, in the 
same way that I can remember it.” 
Now he stepped onto the pavement. He started toward the house. I kept next to 
the car. I opened the driver-side door and put myself behind it. I gripped onto that door 
like a shield. The distance between the house and the car wasn’t much, maybe twenty 
feet. And there he was, at our door, peering in, cupping his hands to block out the sun. 
After a minute of this, he turned away. He sat down on the steps, looking a lot older all of 
a sudden—looking as if ten years had just dropped onto his head. At the same time, 
holding his chest against his knees, he looked young, like a kid who’d just locked himself 
out. 
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Of course, I knew what his next question would be. I didn’t even give him a 
chance to ask it. When he stood from the steps and looked over at me, I was more than 
ready. 
“Nice meeting you,” I snapped. What I really said, though—with my whole tone 
and demeanor and stance—was this: “No. There’s no way I’m letting you into this 
house.” It worked. He deflated. Slumped right over. It was like a full-body apology. 
And then, all of a sudden, he was coming at me. I froze. An instant, and he was 
right there. I could smell him: the stale dull smell of clothes left to dry in a clump at the 
bottom of a washing machine. He held out his hand for a shake. 
My stomach filled up with something. Not panic, exactly, because, as I said, he 
looked so meek. Revulsion. Whatever he was going through, it looked infectious. 
I let out a sharp “No.” It wasn’t a scream, but it was far louder than it needed to 
be. “No,” I yelped again. “No, thank you.” 
Now he was the one who was frightened. He paced backward, mumbling, “I’m 
sorry.” He made the lawn. He turned and jogged down the road for about a hundred 
yards. After that, he broke into this sort of panicky speed walk. Then he disappeared over 
by the Grants’. 
What kind of man is that? What kind of life must he lead, that haunting our yard 
can fit into it, on a weekday morning nonetheless? If these are his days, what must his 
nights be like? 
Maybe that sounds cruel. Maybe it is. But he didn’t darken your door, did he? 
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 Forty-five minutes later, the police picked him up. He was in the center of town, 
waiting for a train. They didn’t charge him, only questioned him. He was harmless, they 
said. His story checked out, whatever that means. 
Just the same, I’ve warned the kids. I’ve reminded them all to be careful. 
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Free Time 
 
1. 
He knew everything.  
He knew proximate cause, multiple proximate cause, the parol evidence rule, the 
degree of scrutiny applied to so-called “non-fundamental rights,” the history and progeny 
of International Shoe, the dimensions and contours of mens rea, and the intricate dance 
mens rea did with its partner, actus reus. 
He knew all the restatements, including the Second Restatement of Torts. He’d 
committed parts of that volume to memory. “A child engaged in a potentially dangerous 
adult activity,” he knew, “must be held to an adult standard of care.” 
He was writing that when he heard, through the buttons of silicone plugged into 
each of his ears, someone shout “stop.” It was one of the proctors. Time was up. He lifted 
the pen slightly, dangling it over the phrase, “dangerous adult activity.” 
He knew about his own appearance. Other people had told him. At twenty-six, he 
still had the round, guileless face of an altar boy. He knew how to twist this into an 
expression of perfect innocence. He did that now, and scanned to see that no one was 
watching. Then he lowered his pen. His hand bounded along the page, reached the white 
terrain beyond “adult standard of care,” and paused. 
Now he knew he should stop. The exam was pass-fail. And he’d already passed. 
Of course he had. He knew that. But he ignored it. “The very soul of the reasonable 
person standard,” he wrote, “is objectivity.” 
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That was that, he thought, that really had to be that. He forced the booklet shut 
and pressed himself against the hard plastic back of the chair. It was done. Three full days 
of it, gone. And now they seemed little more than a warm-up. He still felt fresh and 
strong. When he plucked out the earplugs, his head flooded with low, diffuse noise: a 
whole city-full of coughs, whispers, and sighs. The auditorium was massive. A thousand 
other examinees were sat chairs identical to his own, arranged at long tables, in evenly 
spaced rows, which receded to the very edge of his vision, where everything started to 
blur. 
It took almost twenty minutes for the officials to collect all the booklets. 
Announcements followed. There was a speaker from the state bar association. His voice 
was flat as death. “Congratulations,” he said. “Enjoy what remains of your summer.” 
Outside, the late-afternoon sun seemed to make even his bones glow. The 
auditorium was two blocks from the harbor. He walked there and found an empty bench. 
Tall buildings saluted him. The mellow sunlight had capped them with gold. The same 
light had silvered the water, and turned the departing airplanes into jewels, floating and 
dissolving in an unmixed solution of blue sky. The scene, he thought, was like his bright 
new life. He felt himself at the edge of endless space, at the brink of boundless time. 
 
2. 
“Janet,” he said. Now it was much later. 
The place was dark and loud. The girl had maybe not heard him. 
“Janet,” he repeated. 
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She turned to face him and, as she did, a thick section of her smooth brown hair 
spilled against her freckled shoulder. “My name,” she said, “is not Janet.” 
Her eyes—brown, almost translucent—flitted at first, and then turned wary. She 
was pretty, prettier than she’d looked from across the bar—even prettier now, he thought, 
because she was about to tell him to get lost. 
“Mike Rowe,” he said “from school.” 
“I don’t know you.” 
“You sure?” 
“Positive.” 
“Can I buy you a drink?” 
“No.” 
“You sure?” 
“Positive.” 
Then she pushed past him. He swung himself backward to let her by and, as he 
did, stumbled slightly. Good thing the bar was so crowded, he thought. Probably, no one 
had noticed. 
Although perhaps this other girl had noticed: she was coming toward him now—
not to him, just toward him—and smiling. 
“Janet,” he said, raising his right hand almost to his ear, as if thrilled to see her 
after so long. 
“What?” she asked. She was tall, nearly his own height, and blonde, with calm, 
open features that, if pressed, he would’ve called Scandinavian.   
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“Janet,” he repeated, “Mike Rowe.” 
She seemed less annoyed than bemused. He took this as encouragement. Maybe, 
he thought, this was one of those women who was too beautiful, who had trouble meeting 
people because everyone found her so intimidating. 
“I’m not Janet,” she said. 
“But we do know each other?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
He hesitated, searching for a follow-up. Then he became conscious of the silence. 
This consciousness compounded and, when he finally opened his mouth, nothing came 
out. He just gaped and gaped, and let her look at his heavy, useless tongue. “From 
school,” he finally said, adding a hopeful “right?” 
But she was gone. And had she even nodded goodbye? 
So he was drunk. Of course he was drunk. But was he that drunk? Was he drunk 
enough to scare people away? He scanned the room for Callahan or Enright, or for 
anyone else he might know. Finding no one, he drifted back to the bar.  
He waited there and, after a moment, saw another girl. She was standing beside 
him, also waiting to order. Her black hair was pulled away from her pale, neat face. She 
wore a long, gold necklace hung with dozens of small, red-and-green enamel flowers. 
These spilled against her shirt and edged the topmost part of her chest. Then someone in 
the crowd must have jostled her, because her arm pressed clumsily against his. 
She glanced up to him, offering a polite smile of apology. 
! !11 
He opened his eyes, as if shocked, and then squinted them, as if in disbelief. 
“Janet?” he said, this time trying for a cooler, subtler inflection—less ecstatic, more taken 
aback, as if she were some long-lost lover. 
“Excuse me?” she said, and now her smile was lost. 
“It’s Mike,” he said, placing his palm against his chest. 
“Well, it’s not Janet,” she replied, using her thumb to point to her face. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Am I sure of my own name?” 
“Stupid question, sorry.” 
“Yeah.” 
“What is your name, then, if it’s not Janet?” 
“It’s fine,” she said, now looking exasperated, “really.” 
“Well,” he said, “‘Fine Really,’ very nice to meet you.”  
She looked at him the way people look at insects. 
“I’m sorry again,” he said. “That was stupid. Can I buy you a drink?” 
“No. I’m here with my boyfriend.” 
 “I’ll buy him one too.”   
She turned from him and faced the bar. For a long moment, they stood like this: 
beside each other, not speaking. Then he felt a hand, not hers, tapping onto his shoulder 
from behind. He decided to ignore it. This girl’s boyfriend, he thought, wouldn’t hit him 
from behind. Then the hand tapped again. Again, he ignored it. And then it grabbed onto 
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his shoulder and gave it a firm shake. He was resigned, and turned around slowly, hoping 
not to see a fist headed between his eyes.  
“Sorry,” the person that belonged to the hand said. It was a girl. “I thought you 
were someone else.” 
And then the night was over. 
3. 
The next morning, Mike Rowe awoke late. After a coffee, he checked his 
calendar. His first day on his new job was circled in red. He had two months off. Adult 
summer vacation, he called it. 
He spent the first ten days in the west. San Francisco. Los Angeles. Drinks before 
lunch. Poolside naps. Long dinners with old friends, and with their wives and children. 
He spent a night in Las Vegas, alone, wandering through a casino, draining glass after 
glass of gin. That weekend, two of his fraternity brothers joined him. In thirty-six hours, 
between the tables and the clubs, he lost over four thousand dollars. 
He flew back home feeling stung. At home he tried to reassure himself. In the 
new job, he’d do well. Besides, if he couldn’t enjoy himself, what was the point of being 
a bachelor? 
After the trip, he came down with something. It took him a full week to recover. 
He slumped from bed to kitchen to couch and, after a several sedentary hours, back to 
bed. Coffee. Soup. TV. The Internet. He watched all the games and re-watched all the 
highlights. He checked his accounts and wondered about a week in Hawaii. 
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By Tuesday, he felt fine, though he hated to think that a third of his time was now 
gone. That night, his buddies were all busy with work, or with girlfriends, or with wives 
and families. He decided to try his luck on his own. His best bet, he figured, would be a 
hotel bar. 
The first place was almost empty: scattered couples, odd businessmen, a tourist 
reading a map, and, near the entrance, a girl sitting alone, with a glass of wine and a 
book. She was blonde, about his age. When he approached, she smiled. “Janet?” he said. 
“Excuse me?” 
“Mike. From school.” 
“My name’s not Janet.” 
“Oh, I’m sorry.” 
“No problem.” 
“Can I buy you a drink?” 
“No. Thanks. I’m about to leave.” 
 He took a seat at the other end of the bar and ordered a gin. When he finished it, 
she was still sitting in the same place, and so, before leaving, he made a show of checking 
his phone and acting as though he’d just learned something surprising, personal, and 
urgent. “Man, I got to run,” he told the bartender, speaking loudly enough for her to hear, 
“keep the change.” 
The second spot was more crowded, though still quiet. At a table near the back, a 
girl, also about his age, was sitting alone, watching the door. After finishing his drink, he 
crossed the room to her table. “Excuse me,” he said. “Janet?” 
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“No.” 
“Your name’s not Janet?” 
“Trust me.” 
“That’s too bad.” 
“What?” 
“It’s too bad you’re not her.” 
“Why?” 
“You know, blind date. I was hoping it might be you.” 
“Why?” 
“Because you seem nice.” 
“Come on.” 
“You do.” 
“And you don’t know what she looks like?” 
“A friend put us together.” 
“Your friend didn’t send you a picture?” 
“No.” 
“Nothing online?” 
“No.” 
“Hard to believe.” 
“Listen, can I buy you a drink?” 
“No.” 
“Do you mind if I sit?” 
! !15 
“Yes.” 
“Really?” 
“Yes, really. My husband will be here any minute.” 
At the third bar, a large group, apparently co-workers out for the night—jackets 
off, ties loosened—occupied the back half of the room. They talked and laughed in loud, 
excited bursts, blotting out the soft clatter of jazz from the speakers above. Here, Mike 
saw only one possibility: a slight brunette, who looked to be only a few years out of 
college. She wore a thin, grey sweater, which, at the back, was open, and which revealed 
a breadth of smooth, pearl-colored skin, stretching from the base of her neck down—past 
a black bra strap—to the pale region above the fringe of her jeans. As she reached 
forward, he watched the tensing and easing of the small muscles around her shoulders, 
and the way that the braid of her spine appeared and disappeared with each change of 
posture. He took a long, stilling breath. She seemed to sense his approach, and turned to 
regard him. Her face was alert and implacable. “Janet?” he said. 
“Yes?” 
“Yes? Your name’s Janet?” 
“Yes. Of course it is.” 
“I’m Mike.” 
“Of course you are. Hi, Mike.” 
“We know each other from someplace, right?” 
“Sure we do. Let’s see. School? No. Work? No. My nightmares? That’s it—my 
nightmares about creeps in bars. Good to see you again.” 
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“Your name’s not Janet?” 
“No.” 
“Can I buy you a drink anyway?” 
“No.”  
Mike excused himself, moved further down the bar, ordered another gin, and 
finished it in a single swift pull on his way out the door. 
Now, it was almost eleven, and the city was nearly shut down. Walking home, he 
decided to go for one more and returned to the spot where his evening began. The room 
was deserted, except for the bartender, who didn’t acknowledge seeing him earlier, but 
only took his order and informed him that last-call was in less than an hour. 
“Four drinks,” Mike told himself. “I can finish four drinks in an hour. Then food. 
Then bed.” Thirty minutes later, he was on-pace to do just that when, looking up from his 
gin, at the table nearest to the hotel lobby, he noticed a woman sitting alone. She was 
older than him, he thought: maybe three years, maybe five, maybe more. Her hair was 
black, brushed straight, and pulled back to frame her white, slightly broad face, with its 
large dark eyes, strong nose, and wide mouth. He stood, walked beyond her table, then 
paused, turned, and—resisting his first impulse—asked, “Emily?” 
“No,” she said. “Suzanne.” 
 “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.” 
 “Who’s that?” 
 “Someone I was supposed to meet.” 
 “A date? At eleven-thirty on a Tuesday?” 
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 “Just someone I haven’t seen in a while.” 
“We look alike?” 
“A little. You’re prettier than she is.” 
 “OK.” 
“I mean it.” 
“OK. What’s your name?” 
“Mike.” 
 “Hi Mike.” She smiled but did not speak. Instead, she continued to watch him, 
raised her sharp black eyebrows, and finished her drink. She was dressed casually, in 
jeans and a dark turtleneck, and there was a still, unhurried quality to her bearing and 
movement. As she returned her glass to the table—slowly, deliberately, rotating it once 
by its stem—he saw that her left ring finger was bare. 
“Do you mind?” He slid into the seat beside her. “I’m going to get another. 
Would you like one?” She nodded. He raised his hand to the bartender, called “two more, 
please,” and turned to face her squarely, resting against his seatback to affect, he 
believed, the impression of repose. “Do people call you Suzanne, or Suzy, or something 
else?” 
She told him that it was just Suzanne, always just Suzanne. He told her that, after 
business school, he tried “James,” but that it never fit. She said that she lived in New 
Jersey, that she worked for a multinational pharmaceutical company, and that she was in 
town for meetings. She’d finished the big ones already, and had only a few small things 
left for tomorrow. He said that he was in finance, that he invested in real estate on behalf 
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of large institutions, that, a few weeks ago, he’d left his job at one of those institutions, a 
bank, and that, in the New Year, he’d start working for another one, a better one, also a 
bank. It was a very exciting opportunity, he told her, but right now he was focused on his 
vacation, which, to his mind, was also a very exciting opportunity. She agreed and said 
she was jealous. They discussed what he planned to do with the rest of his free time. He 
said that he was thinking about going to Hawaii, but nothing was definite. 
At last-call, he ordered a bottle of wine, which they took to the lobby. She led him 
to a table in a corner, beside a large window. The hotel was situated on a small hill that—
beyond two blocks of offices and brownstones, and across a four-lane avenue and a small 
park—sloped to the river. Together they peered outside, searching for the water but not 
finding it. Instead, they found their own reflections, cast into the black, clouded sky, 
above a thicket of half-revealed rooftops. He poured the wine. They drank a toast to “new 
friends.” She moved her chair closer to his, explaining that, this way, they wouldn’t have 
to speak so loudly. 
“That was a nice bottle,” she said, much later. They were not ignoring the time, 
but marking it by private, improvised means: not in minutes, but in long stretches of easy 
talk, and flashes of recognition and insinuation. He told her that, because he used to play 
a lot of sports, he’d had a lot of injuries and endured a lot of physical therapy, and, as a 
result, he’d also learned a lot about massage. It sounded stupid, he knew as he was saying 
it, but she didn’t seem to mind. She told him that, a few years ago, she’d gone to Greece 
but skipped all the big sites, and instead spent almost the entire vacation on a beach, 
topless. 
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“Want me to ask the concierge for another?” 
“I doubt we’ll get it. It’s almost one-thirty.” 
“Is it?” 
“Is that all right?” 
“Of course. I’m having fun.” 
“Me too.” 
“And you don’t have to be up at dawn or anything?” 
“No. My next meeting got pushed until noon.” 
“Not bad.” 
“And you don’t have to be up early either?” 
“No. My next meeting got pushed until January.” 
“Hey, are you hungry?” 
He said that he knew of a decent all-night place they could try. It was a short cab 
ride away. She agreed, and, as they walked through the lobby, threaded her arm between 
his elbow and chest. 
Outside, he signaled to the porter, who jogged past the hotel entrance and waved 
to the first in a small pack of taxis idling down the block, on an otherwise empty street. 
When the car rolled to a stop beside them, Mike opened the backdoor. Suzanne thanked 
him, placed one foot inside, then paused and said, “You know, it’s colder out than I 
thought. Do you want to just get room service?” 
Mike gave the porter a twenty and a loud “goodnight, sir.” He took Suzanne’s 
hand and holding it tightly, led her through the lobby to the elevator bank. They waited in 
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silence, but after the mirrored doors closed and they were sealed away, ascending nine 
flights, he felt that this silence was, somehow, perilous. In the hallway their steps were 
soundless against the thick carpet. When they finally spoke, it was at a whisper. “Do you 
have your key?” he asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Which room is yours?” 
“Relax.” 
Her suite smelled like flowers, though he did not know which kind. It was divided 
between a living room and a bedroom, which he could see through a half-opened door. 
She switched on some lights and led him to a sitting area at the back, where a sofa and 
coffee table were arranged before a large bank of windows. “We’ll keep it a bit dark,” she 
said, no longer whispering. “For the view. Have a look.” 
She sat on the sofa and found the house phone. “Hey, I think that I’m going to 
have a hamburger.” 
“Me too.” 
“The bar is over by the TV. It should have wine.” He crossed the room, found a 
small bottle of red, opened it, and poured two glasses. Turning back to the window, he 
saw that she had removed her shoes and was sitting cross-legged: her bare feet between 
her thighs and the sofa cushions, her chest tilted slightly forward, and her head and neck 
framed, in part, by the distant, lighted high-rises. 
“Room 940, yes.” She smiled at him as he placed her glass on the table and sat 
beside her. “I’d like some room service.” He took her free hand in his. “Two hamburgers. 
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Yes. Both well done.” He rested his other hand on her knee. “A bottle of red wine, too. 
Whatever it is in the room. That’s fine, yes.” She moved the receiver from the side of her 
face closest to him to the side opposite. He let go of her hand, and brought his arm across 
her back. “Yes, fine. It doesn’t matter. Fine. Thank you.” At that, she stopped speaking, 
let the receiver drop to the cushion, and turned her face to meet his. As they kissed, he 
could hear, across her warm, quick body, the faint, flat voice of the receptionist, now 
repeating that it would be about a half hour, now asking them if that would be all. 
They paced into the bedroom together, still kissing. He led, shuffling backwards. 
She stumbled against him, her arms clasped around his neck. He had one hand pressed 
against the small of her back, the other against her hipbone, and a thumb tucked inside 
the waist of her jeans. In the bedroom, still standing, he took his shirt off first, before 
pulling her sweater over her head. Her bra was black and laced, and at first, he did not try 
to unfasten it. Instead, he moved her closer to the bed. She fell onto it and, reaching up, 
and tugging against his belt, pulled him on top of her. He kissed her lips, and the front 
and sides of her neck. She pushed him away slightly, arched her back, and removed her 
bra. He pressed his bare chest against hers, remembering the immense pleasure of this 
simple kind of contact, and for an instant, vaguely recalling once hearing that touch was a 
basic physiological requirement, as vital as food and sleep.  
He had unfastened the top button of her jeans when she asked him to stop. “I’m 
sorry,” she said. 
“Why?” 
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“I just need to stop for a minute. I’m sorry.” She pressed him away, pulled the 
comforter across her, and rolled to her side. 
“What is it?” 
“I haven’t been honest with you.” For a long moment she said nothing.  
In the silence his mind began to grow feverish. Dozens of possibilities, sordid and 
mortifying, began to crowd his thoughts. At last he said, “Can you please just tell me?” 
At first, she said nothing. “Please?” he said again. 
“I’m separated from my husband.” 
“OK. Recently?” 
“Yes, very recently.” 
“So, what does that mean?” 
“That we’re separated.” 
“Well, when you decided to separate, it was because it wasn’t working, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“And, you both knew that being separated meant being free to do certain things?” 
“Yes.” 
“And that’s just what we’re doing, right?” 
“Right.” 
“So what’s the problem?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Listen, you’ve got to tell me if there’s a problem.” 
“OK.” 
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“OK. So you just want to cool it for a bit, then?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s fine. That’s all you needed to say.” He excused himself, stepped into the 
bathroom, and washed his hands and face with cold water. Next he opened a closet and 
found two bathrobes. He put one on and brought the other into the bedroom. She hadn’t 
moved. “I got you this.” He placed the robe beside her on the bed. She sat up, covered her 
breasts with one arm, and turned her back to him. She wrapped the robe across her 
shoulders and tied the belt around her waist. “Are you all right?” he asked. She looked at 
him but did not answer. Instead, she sighed, shook her head up and down, and let herself 
fall lightly against the bed.  
“Is that a yes?” he asked. 
“Yes.”  
He was unsure of what to do next, and, after a moment, decided to lie down 
beside her and to take her hand. They lay like this for several minutes, not speaking. He 
listened to her breath and to the rustle of the sheets as she stirred. When room service 
arrived, he was relieved, and, telling her that he’d be right back, bounded out of the bed 
and to the door. 
The waiter pushed the cart into the center of the living room and placed the two 
silver-capped dishes—“they’re hot, watch out”—on a glass-topped coffee table in front 
of the second sofa, which faced a large television set. Mike had a sip of the wine, said 
that it was “very nice,” and signed the check in Suzanne’s name, approximating what he 
imagined to be feminine handwriting and pausing, pretending to inspect the bill, but only 
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searching it for evidence of her last name. “S. Randazzo,” it read. He repeated the name 
to himself, and wondered, as he completed the signature, if that was her married name 
and if not, what her maiden name might have been. After the waiter shut the door to the 
hallway, Suzanne stepped out of the bedroom. She was still wearing the bathrobe and had 
begun to cry. 
“What is it?” Mike asked. 
“I’m so sorry.” 
“For what?” 
“I just am.” 
“Stop. You have nothing to be sorry about. I’m having an amazing time. Look, 
room service.” He walked her to the bathroom, and rubbed her back as she washed her 
face with cold water. As she did, he began to narrate a plan. “Don’t go back tomorrow. 
We’ll have dinner. Like, a real date.” She resisted at first, but by the time they returned to 
the living room and started on the wine, her mood lightened and she agreed. 
He opened a single-serving bottle of ketchup, and poured half its contents onto 
her sandwich and the other half onto her plate, beside her fries. She kissed him on the 
cheek. They drank a toast—to “tomorrow night”—and as they ate, sat against each other 
on the couch, flipping through television channels. When they finished eating, he called 
the front desk and arranged to extend the room for another night. After a half hour, the 
only thing that they could find to watch was an action movie from the eighties. They had 
both heard of it, but neither had seen it before. Within minutes they decided that it was as 
bad as they suspected, but didn’t bother to change the channel. She rested her head 
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against his shoulder. They finished the wine. He began to talk about tomorrow night, and 
to ask what kind of restaurant she might like to try. She was open to anything, she said. 
So was he, he told her.   
As the movie progressed into a long car chase sequence, he remembered that he 
had never given her his contact information or got hers. He said, “I hate to do this, but 
I’ve got to get up for a minute.” First, he wrote his full name, number, and e-mail on a 
sheet of hotel stationary. To this, he added, “Thanks for an unforgettable night. Counting 
the hours till next time.” He left that sheet of paper on the table by the back window. 
Next, he asked for all her information, and wrote it on another sheet of paper, which he 
tucked into the pocket of his jeans. Then, she said that she didn’t want to lose his 
information, and asked him if he wouldn’t mind adding himself to the file of contacts on 
her computer. From the couch, she directed him where to find her laptop—in the 
bedroom, on the desk—and told him that the password was “1971.”  
He entered his information into her contact file, shut the computer off, and looked 
across the room at her. She was drinking ice-water and looked tired, but no longer 
distressed. Her black hair was down, curling against her white robe, which lay open 
several inches at the front. What did it matter, any of it? The husband. Their separation. 
Her age. She was beautiful. He stood, walked to her, and extended his arm to her. 
Without saying anything, but only smiling, she turned off the television, took his hand, 
and followed him into the bedroom. Ten minutes later they were both asleep, still 
wearing matching bathrobes. 
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 The next day he did not wake up until after eleven. She had already gone, and on 
the pillow beside him, had left the sheet of paper on which, the night before, he’d 
recorded his contact details. Below his own handwriting, in graceful letters, she added, 
“Didn’t want to wake you. You looked so peaceful—ha, ha, ha! Also, you’ll need your 
strength for tonight. Can’t wait to see you in a few. XO.” 
 From the bed, he reached for the house phone and dialed room service. First, he 
checked that he could pay cash. Then, he ordered an omelet, toast, juice, and a large pot 
of coffee. He stirred himself from the bed and, feeling sore and unsteady, shuffled into 
the bathroom. After filling a glass of water in the sink, he pulled the shower handle on 
and adjusted it for maximum heat. As the room filled with steam, he surveyed the 
toiletries that she had left on the countertop. In the shower he used her shampoo and her 
facial soap. When he finished, he wrapped himself in two fresh towels and, after 
considering it for a moment, decided against also using her toothbrush.  
 The food arrived as soon as he was dressed. It was a different waiter this time, and 
Mike gave him a large tip. He ate in front of the television, watching cable news. When 
he was done, he decided to make a dinner reservation online, and retrieved Suzanne’s 
computer from the table near the back window. 
He knew that he should not have opened the file of pictures—thousands of 
them—that she had stored on her computer, a single click away from the home-screen. 
He expected to see the many photographs of her with her husband: a graying, thickset 
man in glasses, who looked almost fifty. He did not expect to see the many pictures of 
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her with the same small boy: at little league, at his birthday party, in the delivery room, 
red-faced, pressed against her breast.  
Mike turned the computer off, stood, and went into the bathroom to wash his face. 
Then, he returned to the table, turned the computer on again, and erased his contact 
information. He checked his pocket to make sure that he had his phone and wallet, and 
walked through the suite to see that he had left nothing else. On the pillow, he found the 
sheet of paper with his contact information, and with the two notes. He took it, turned, 
and left the suite. In the elevator, he tore the sheet into several pieces and wadded the 
scraps into the hand. Next he took the other sheet from his pocket, on which she had 
written her name and contact details, and tore it up in the same way. When he reached the 
street, he scraped the bits of paper from off his palm—which had begun to sweat—into a 
trash bin by the side of the road. 
As he walked home, he tried to think of mornings in the past, when emerging 
from strange, dark bedrooms, he sensed that the familiar, daylight scenes had been 
transformed, and that he and everything around him belonged to a newer, fresher world, 
one that, in time, he would surely also bend to his will. But now, as he walked, he saw 
that it was already past noon, and he could touch nothing of that old spirit. When he made 
it back to his apartment, he had no idea what to do with himself. First, he changed his 
clothes. Then, he decided to take another shower. He paced for a while, and straightened 
things up for a bit. A little later he switched on the television and made more coffee. 
It was not until eight thirty that he decided he wanted to talk to Suzanne. By eight 
forty-five, after jogging a few blocks, he reached her hotel. In the elevator he tried to plan 
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what he would say: that he must have entered his contact information on her computer 
incorrectly; that he took the sheet of paper with her note on it as a souvenir; that he had 
fallen asleep in the late afternoon, and that he had just woken up, panicked, because he 
thought he might never see her again. When he reached her door, he forced these 
thoughts from his mind and decided to tell her the truth. 
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Lexington Avenue, Floors 27 to 32 
 
When I was six or seven, I wanted to play pro baseball and make Star Wars 
movies and hunt for treasure in tropical jungles and surf thirty-foot waves off the North 
Shore of Hawaii and build a huge city, a gleaming metropolis, in the middle of the ocean. 
I didn’t want to do all that in sequence. I wanted to do it all at once. As if, during the 
seventh-inning stretch, I’d meet with actors and producers and anthropologists and 
cartographers and civil engineers. As if they’d all crowd into the dugout and clamor for 
my attention as I sipped water and loosened up my quads. 
That was the plan. Anyhow, two and a half decades disappear—disintegrate—and 
now my plan is to get fired. Well, “laid off.” 
At some point, I turned into a lawyer. Then I washed up here, at this big, 
“prestigious” law firm. I live here, basically, within its big, “prestigious” gray walls. 
Technically I’m in the middle of Manhattan. Day-to-day-interaction-wise, stimulation-
wise, I’m at the ass-end of Pluto. Sometimes when my mind starts to go numb, I sneak 
out. I like to feel the pavement running under my feet. I like to lay hands on the cold rock 
of neighboring buildings. I like to be reminded that the show flashing on the other side of 
the window is real. 
I’m out here, in the night, breathing in the big dark air. Technically, I’m hitting 
the town, if only for two or three tenths of an hour. I’m taking it in, listening to the 
scattering sounds. I hear the unseen HVAC units, whirring their throaty whir. I hear the 
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far-off taxis, honking the great honk of the universe. I meet my brothers and sisters at 
law, some of whom are also very “prestigious.”  
At first, I think to myself, I know that person. I’ve known that person for years. 
On occasion, that person and I have sat side-by-side in some cramped room and, together, 
watched twenty hours evaporate. But out here they drop their masks, or helmets, or 
disguises, or what have you. They show their naked faces to the night. There’s one now, 
down on the corner, bent over a mailbox, pressing his elbows onto it, holding one hand 
over his eyes as he whimpers into his phone. There’s another, inspecting her reflection in 
the window of a darkened coffee shop. She’s having a cigarette. She’s leaning in to get a 
closer look at herself. Seeing herself, she’s blowing smoke against the glass. A third now, 
lolling along like a fool, looking up to admire, I suppose, the light pollution. I watch all 
this and think: Who are these people? And how are they able to sell their time at five 
hundred dollars an hour? 
“See you back inside,” he or she always says. 
“Yeah,” I always say, “see you back in there … in hell!” That last part I only add 
in my head. To wit: “See you back inside, in a place that is, as we both know, one of the 
circles of hell.” Not funny, I know. But these days, I take a kick wherever I can. Good 
night, Bob, see you tomorrow—in hell! Yes, hello, I’m calling to have some sushi 
delivered—here to hell! 
I know I sound spoiled. Weak, too. Like a first-class jerk. That’s why I need to 
bust out of this joint. Go somewhere peaceful, put my head back on straight. Find a nice 
quiet cabin by a nice quiet pond. Walden, for example. I need to stop throwing my life 
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away and start Thoreau-ing my life away. See? Every minute, I’m growing less and less 
amusing. And weaker and weaker. And time just keeps passing and passing, never to 
return. Speaking of which, what time is it now? And what time is dinner? And what time 
do I get to go home? 
Oh. Oh, yeah. Oh, yuck. 
Life is paper. Life is data. It’s as thin as a single sheet and as colorless as a string 
of zeroes and ones. I am, therefore I am monetized. An un-monetized minute is a wasted 
minute. So read the signs inside my eyelids. Monotony. Monotony, monotony: my 
work—wading through bales of rubbish to discover needles of trivia—is monotony. I’ve 
heard that it can cause brain damage. Monotony, I mean. My work is driving me out of 
my mind; it’s driving my mind out of me. 
Which brings me to my goal: to secure a formal separation, followed by a nice 
long holiday courtesy of the firm’s “prestigious” severance package. Lately, since the 
recession hit, they’ve been thinning the ranks, swatting at us like flies. Kostas 
Pantopoulas, for example, they fired him at the holiday party, right in front of his wife. I 
saw it. They didn’t stick a pink slip in his shrimp cocktail or anything, but they might as 
well have. 
Here’s what happened: We’re all there, chatting away. Me, Kostas, and his wife. 
Up walks Jeffrey Brooks. Needless to say, he’s a very “prestigious” person. Another 
important thing to know about Jeffrey Brooks, according to Jeffrey Brooks, is that Jeffrey 
Brooks is a triathlete. Once I was at a business lunch with him and someone asked him if 
he played golf.  
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“In the four hours it’d take to shoot eighteen,” he said, “I could run a marathon, 
swim around Manhattan, bike to Connecticut and back, and then leap over the Chrysler 
Building.” Anyway it was something to that effect. 
He’s a partner at the firm. Also, he’s allergic to suit jackets. He has this rare 
condition that forces him to swan through life in custom-made dress shirts, and to 
continually press his hands against the sides of his torso. The technical term for it, I think, 
is “Hey Everybody, Look at Me” Disorder. He is in good shape, though. I’ll give him 
that. His fitness is “prestigious.” 
Anyhow, the four of us were all there, chatting away pleasantly. The music this. 
The food that. Out of nowhere, Brooks said, “I hope, Kostas, that in the New Year you’ll 
find a way to become a more integral part of the team.” He smiled as he said it, and then 
he gave Kostas a little pat on the shoulder and disappeared back into the crowd. Might 
not seem like much. But for Kostas, it was a kiss of death. January rolled in. They started 
trimming back his assignments. Not inviting him to meetings. Shouting him down for no 
reason. Daring him to quit, basically. He didn’t. He waited for his review. It came. And 
now Kostas is dead. Long live Kostas. 
 “You’re the new Kostas,” his secretary tells me as she drops his case files on my 
desk.  
“I wish,” I say, not to her but to myself, thinking of the fun he must be having 
right now on some faraway beach. Then I keep thinking. He was canned, perhaps, 
because he was a bit of an eccentric. Not a wild man. Just a run-of-the-mill odd duck. For 
example, he dressed like an architect—purple shirts, futuristic glasses. A decent-seeming 
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guy, but awkward, and to be distinguished as awkward among this crew is real 
distinction. Also, he always brought in this really elaborate food. It smelled up the whole 
hallway. That’s all minor, I realize. But in a place like this, where nothing ever happens 
but work, the little things are amplified. The firm needs to lighten the payroll, you stick 
out, and that’s that. In any case, they don’t need a reason. They can always find a one ex 
post facto. 
So where do I stand? Who knows? I know I want out, that’s for sure. But what 
can I do about it? I can’t stop working. They’d kick me to the curb with no money. 
Likewise, a colossal screw up is out. That’d mean no money, and risk malpractice. Mere 
incompetence wouldn’t do the trick. I’m already half-incompetent, along with half of 
everybody else around here. As long as the money keeps rolling in, no one seems to care. 
My review happens in two months. Brooks will be in charge of it. My plan is to 
convince him that, like Kostas, I’m an oddball. That I’m not integral. That, in the final 
analysis, I’m not “prestigious.” That I am, perhaps, non compos mentis. 
I start slow, channeling Pantopoulas. First, I order a few hideous dress shirts. 
Purple, yellow, purple-with-yellow-stripes, mint-colored. Hideous, and now that’s my 
look. Only, Brooks doesn’t notice. Or he does notice, but he says nothing. In fact, no one 
says anything, except Linda, who does mergers.  
“Wow, tropical!” she tells me in the elevator. I take it as compliment, but can’t be 
sure, because her voice doesn’t really modulate.   
So I step it up. I move on to weird foods. Every night at dinner, my desk looks 
like the world’s oddest mini-buffet. Around seven or eight, Brooks stops by on his way 
! !34 
out the door. He sees the spread—a takeout curry dish, jelly donuts from downstairs, 
some energy drink in a big fluorescent can—but doesn’t say anything about it. He just 
gives me my evening’s work, along with a few clipped pieces of instruction, and heads 
out for his nightly cardio. 
Next, I decide to keep my office as dark as possible. I order a small lamp and set 
it beside my computer. Eight p.m. rolls around, Brooks is here. The place looks medieval. 
I’m some kind of monk, huddled over his monograph, squinting at the words through a 
thin ring of light. 
He says, “I’m going to turn this on,” after he’s already flipped the switch. I stare 
up at him, affecting maximum bewilderment. My performance doesn’t land. He gives me 
the work and then breezes away to the elevator. 
Next, I train myself in the dark art of awkward conversation.  
“How was your weekend?” Brooks asks. 
“Trying,” I say, sighing deeply. “Vexing.” 
He’s sorry to hear that, he says, and then pivots to the next subject. 
“Good night,” he says a few minutes later, and starts to scurry off. 
“Jeff,” I say, stopping him at the threshold of the door. He back peers in. “You’re 
into exercise, right?” I ask. He nods yes. “You ever,” and here I pause, “do any judo?” 
Now he’s nonplussed, but not quite disconcerted. “I was thinking of trying it,” I add. 
“That, or Brazilian ju-jitsu.” 
“Sure,” he says, and he’s already away, half-heartedly calling back, “as long as it 
doesn’t distract you from your work.” 
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I keep going like this for a few weeks. All the while, the work keeps piling up, 
until one day it’s piled up right over my head. My great ambitions, my grand design to be 
let go, that dream I had of walking through the lobby carrying a small box of my personal 
belongings: all this floats away. I don’t have time to act like a madman. I’m slipping 
under, struggling to breathe. I’m out. And now it’s five weeks later. I wake up in a 
lifeboat. Someone is slapping my face. It’s Brooks. 
“We’re going to Houston,” he tells me. Client meeting.  
Perfect, I think, as he shoves me back into the deep water. An overnighter to 
Texas. That’ll seal the deal, I think, and then I go back to fluttering my arms and trying to 
keep my nose above the surface.  
The meeting gets pushed. One week. Two. Two and a half. Now all of a sudden 
my review is six days away, and I’ve hardly made an impression. I’m desperate and, in 
my desperation, I go online, searching for something to tip the balance. I order a karate 
uniform. The next afternoon, it lands on my desk. I plan to put it on around seven. When 
Brooks strolls in, he’ll find me in the near dark, in uniform, working on my technique. 
But there’s no need. He breezes by at six and informs me that we’re headed to 
Houston in the morning. 
Now, work-wise, I have a lot to do before the flight. I barely get through it all. By 
the time I show up at LaGuardia, I’m frazzled. With any luck, I look crazed. But I’m 
without a plan of attack. He presses a binder at me, for me to study on the flight. The 
whole flight, I’m scrambling to get through the binder, taking notes and making 
highlights. He’s a few rows ahead, and seems to spend the whole flight in the aisle, 
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stretching his legs and balancing a glowing laptop in one spread palm. We touch down. 
We find the driver. Brooks hits the phone. Outside, the city is, as far as I can tell, just 
humidity and sprawl. I study the binder. But I’m looking out the window when I can, 
wondering who, if anyone, urban-planned this place. Residential complex, office 
complex, strip mall. Residences, offices, strip mall, gas station. Strip mall, gas station. 
Gas station, gas station. Like that for miles and miles. And then the car stops. We’re here. 
“Are you ready?” Brooks asks. 
I don’t answer right away. I blink my eyes a few times, trying to make it look as if 
I’ve developed some kind of nervous tic. “Of course,” I say. 
He turns away and opens his door, but doesn’t get out. Without looking back at 
me, he says, “Let me do the talking.” 
“Of course.” I say and then I sigh and say to myself, “At long last, it is done.” If 
not done, almost done. I’ve made it to his list of disposable underlings. I am not long for 
the firm. The meeting drags on—we’re defending an oil company that’s been charged 
with corruption—but I get through it. At times I can’t help but smile. Perhaps, I think, 
this makes me seem even more unhinged. But I’m following along, taking notes, keeping 
my mouth shut. Another part of my brain is planning all the crazed stuff I’ll do tonight at 
dinner, and tomorrow, and on the flight back. 
When the meeting ends, Brooks goes to speak with the guy from the company. A 
few minutes later, he comes in and tells me we’re heading back to New York.  
“Made a lot of progress today,” he says to me in the car. “Leaving early makes us 
look efficient. It’s a client-relations win.” 
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“Great,” I say, now only a little deflated. I’ve done enough, I think. 
Then Brooks tucks away his phone and turns to me. His face is full of what 
appears to be genuine sincerity. I’ve never seen him looking like this. 
“You’re a valued member of the team,” he tells me. 
“Thanks,” I say, wondering if I’ve begun to hallucinate. 
“I appreciate your hard work.” 
“Thank you.” Now please tell me I’m fired. 
“I hope I didn’t offend you earlier, by telling you not to speak.” 
He’s still looking me in the eyes, so I throw him a few crazed-looking blinks. 
These seem to have lost their effect. At a loss, finally I say, “No.” 
“Good,” he says. “Trips like this are an important learning experience. Soon it’ll 
be you down here all by yourself, running the show.” 
We mostly keep quiet, but I can feel his words—with their suggestion of a future 
me, still at the firm, nominally running some kind of show—sticking into my brain like a 
poison-tipped dart. 
Now we’re at the airport, at the gate. Business class is boarding. I’m about to 
walk down that tunnel, slide into my seat, and fly back to my doom. 
“I can’t do it,” I announce, out loud, to no one in particular.  
Then I’m still outside the gate, and now I’m sitting down. My eyes are hot and 
blurry. My cheeks are streamed with tears. I’m hiding my face behind my two wet, ink-
stained hands. 
It’s like this for a while. 
! !38 
Now Brooks is beside me. He’s holding out a bottle of water and a handful of 
napkins. 
He no longer looks superior, as he always does, or sincere, as he briefly did in the 
car. He looks aghast, and genuinely so.  
 I take the water and the napkins. I thank him, stand up, and walk through the 
gate. “At last,” I say to myself as the plane lifts, as its wheels tuck into its belly, as, 
hundreds of feet below, the spreading city lights stand-in for a whole constellation full of 
stars. “At last, I’ve done it.” 
I haven’t done it, of course. I’ve failed. I mean that in the grand scheme of things 
and in terms of my latest little project. My review has come and gone. I haven’t been 
fired and won’t be any time soon. Worse: Brooks has started acting all fatherly toward 
me. When he stops by my office, he wonders if everything’s okay. He says I sometimes 
seem sad. Tells me I remind him of the man he was at my age. Promises that the future 
will be full of wonders, if only for this thing and that thing and that other thing. 
You likely saw where all this was headed.  
I didn’t. Probably, that’s why I’m still here. 
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Goodbye and Goodbye and Goodbye 
 
1. 
The woman was speaking. 
But the man wasn’t listening. Not really. Her voice grew slightly louder, slightly 
higher-pitched. Then it stopped. Which meant she was upset. So he tried his old 
technique. Furrow brow. Tighten jaw. Nod a few times, slowly. Hold eye contact. That 
didn’t work. Now she was beside the couch, glaring at him. He tried again. Close laptop. 
Smile, pat seat, as if to say, come here. No. What was it? Something about the cat. That’s 
all their life was anymore, cats. 
“Are you all right?” he asked. 
“Manny isn’t eating.” 
“I know. I was listening.” 
“You weren’t listening.” 
“I was. I just thought, he’s leaving in a few hours, so—” 
“So he should starve until then?” 
“Maybe he’s just nervous, and—” 
“And you’re an expert?” 
“No. I’m just trying to help.” 
“You can help by going to the supermarket.” 
“Not the bodega?” 
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“It’s the stuff from the bodega he won’t eat. It’s because you went to the bodega 
last time that now he’s not eating.” 
“All right,” he said, though he wanted to say something else. Many other things. 
That he hated cats, for example. Fat, half-demented Mañana in particular. Anxious, 
irritable old Manny, always hissing, clawing, lashing out, scurrying away, hiding under 
the couch. Once, he’d been indifferent to cats, and also to dogs, elephants, giraffes, lions, 
tigers, and bullfrogs. Thirteen months with this woman had filled him with resentment 
toward the entire animal kingdom. I’ll get the food, he wanted to say, but know this: It’s 
the last time. 
Also know, he continued, imagining his voice rising but still sounding very cool, 
very in-control, when you’re not around, I eat hamburgers. Real ones. And I lied last 
week when I told you that I mailed that check. The one to help free the dancing bears of 
Siberia or Mongolia or wherever it was. I started writing it, and then I realized that my 
life—our life—had become a farce. 
 She was leaning over the kitchen counter, scribbling something. 
“So just the cat food?” he asked. 
 “We’re out of lentils. The loose ones are better than the packaged ones. I know 
you don’t care, but I can taste the difference.” 
 “That’s it?” 
“A list.” She handed him a slip of paper and walked into the bedroom, calling 
back, “Also, a few other things. Goji berries. Kale. That hemp-milk ice cream. The fake 
chicken if you want.” 
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The signs were there from the start. Why hadn’t he heeded them? 
First, her name. “I’m Keegan.” To one of his buddies: “It rhymes with vegan, 
which I am.” To waiters: “I may need to order off menu.” Then a five-minute discussion. 
Then a plate of steamed asparagus.   
 She was back in the living room, holding the cat to her chest as if it were a human 
baby. Had it swaddled in a towel. Sat on the couch and stroked its little head. Across the 
room, he could hear its low, contented mew. “You should probably get going,” she said. 
“We only have her until six.” Keegan. Never swore in English. Stubbed her toe, yelled 
merde. Not-so-secretly obsessed with her exes. The guy from college. The guy from 
France. The guy from Spain. The guy from Greenpeace. She was always signing 
petitions, always protesting something. Believed in the humane treatment of all creatures 
except boyfriends. How had it lasted this long? 
“Can you believe this is our last day this little guy?” she asked. 
 “No. I can’t.” 
 “It’s sad, don’t you think?” 
 No, he wanted to tell her. There’s nothing sad about it. 
“We discussed this,” he said. “We agreed that this Joan lady seems nice.” 
 “But she lives way out in the boons. Manny is a city cat.” 
 “You want me to call her? Tell her not to come?” 
 Keegan lifted the animal, held its face a few inches from her own. “Are you going 
to miss us?” The cat did not answer. To Keegan, this seemed surprising. She seemed to 
search its small, puffy, orange-and-white face for a sign. Add that to the list: Talked to 
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pets and wildlife. Once said: “Soon, man will learn to communicate with dolphins.” 
Another time: “We’re all the same. People, animals. Equal.” She had frequent 
nightmares. She described them in detail. “I was in a cage, just me and these poor 
rabbits.” A bleeding heart. An appalling temper. Insufficiently sensitive about certain 
things—for example, how it made him feel to be yelled at in public. Overly sensitive 
about others. Always turning down the volume. Always complaining that something 
smelled. Repulsed by the smallest mess. Fainted at the sight of blood. 
 He was at the door. He was almost away. She called to him. “Aren’t you 
forgetting something?” 
 “I love you?” 
 “No, donkey. The reusable bags.” 
 He crossed the room, shot her a quick, tight smile, got the bags, re-crossed the 
room, said, “Bye!” and, at last, escaped. At the elevator, he decided he’d do it that night, 
right after they got rid of the cat. Honey, he’d say, we need to talk. 
 
2. 
At last he was gone. She looked around the apartment, mentally arranging her 
things into boxes. Then she imagined how empty it would look after she’d left, and what 
a disgusting mess it would probably be only a few days after that. 
It was all very unpleasant. So she turned to the cat, motioning for it to come 
closer. It faced her but stayed where it was: in the chair on the other side of the room, 
licking itself. He was an adorable little creature, of course, but troubled. That first day 
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home from the shelter, the way he darted from the cage to the space under the couch and 
stayed there for almost a week, only sneaking out when no one was watching. The way 
he hissed and pawed at anyone new, and made a stink whenever it was time for his 
medicine. At least they’d helped him get healthy. At least they’d found him a nice new 
home.  
Some things can’t be changed. If Manny were a kitten, it might’ve been different. 
As it was, he’d always be a bit of a grump. Maybe, instead of Mañana, he should be 
called Mike. The two of them had a lot in common. Manny never listened. Mike never 
listened. Both slept too much and ate too much. Both hid—the cat in drawers, the man at 
work and in the bathroom. At least the cat was clean. At least it still had a full head of 
hair. 
Mike also wouldn’t change. Not really. She’d tried. Someone should give her a 
medal for how hard she’d tried. After thirteen months, she could qualify as some kind of 
life coach. Exhibit A: Mike before. His slovenly apartment, the oafish things he 
sometimes said. “Your hair looks nice. Not quite blond. Not quite brown.” Exhibit B: 
Mike after. A guy who halfway knew what he was doing. Did she turn him into the 
perfect man? No, of course not. What was a perfect man anyway? Her father, sure, but 
that was different. Perfection was just an abstract concept. A trap. Prevented people from 
seeing how amazing things already were. Flaws and all. That said, there was imperfect 
and there was unworkable, and what she and Mike had was unworkable. Like Manny, 
she’d found him too late. He was what he was. Which was fine, of course, but not for her. 
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Things end. That’s part of life. She’d explain that to Mike, maybe not tonight, but 
soon. By the end of this week or next. By the end of the month at the latest.  
 They’d be on the couch. She’d take his hand—his pudgy little hand—I love you, 
she’d say, but this isn’t working. He’d cry, probably. Wouldn’t be the first time. She’d 
cry too, maybe. They’d lie down together and remember the good times. It’s for the best. 
He’d be overcome with emotion, but she’d pull him close. You’ll find someone new. 
They’d fall asleep. The next day, she’d pack, leave the keys on the kitchen counter, move 
in with Elle, maybe, or maybe with Jess. 
 One thing ending, another beginning. People found each other, chose each other, 
walked side-by-side for a bit. In the scheme of things, that’s all it was. Just a bit of time. 
Which was what made it special, as Dad used to say. Dad. What would he have thought 
of Mike? Tell me, sweetheart, why him? But he would’ve been tough on all her 
boyfriends. Don’t ever settle. Don’t ever waste your time. Sooner or later, everyone went 
away. The thing to do was to try to leave something behind. Also, to try to keep things 
with you, which made the rest of it easier. Mike would see that. Actually, that’s what he 
really wanted. Otherwise, why would he act the way he sometimes acted? Why would he 
say the things he sometimes said? 
 Last month: “Great, another of your little tasks. I was running out of shit to do.” 
 A week ago: “You treat me like an employee. Are you aware of that?” 
It was a pattern. He’d be passive, distant, uncommunicative, and then he’d say 
something like that, something malicious. Later he’d beg, swear he didn’t mean it. But 
that was a lie. When he did those things, he was trying to hurt her. It scared him to see 
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how he’d acted, how alone it made him feel. So he came stumbling back. Only he never 
really learned his lesson. 
Another example. Months ago, after they’d started fostering, he told her that cats 
couldn’t feel affection: “For them, people are just a way to get fed and stay warm.” That 
upset her. He saw that. Still, he didn’t apologize:, saying “It’s not my opinion. It’s 
science.” 
As if he were an expert on cats, or science, or affection, or anything. Food, 
maybe. An expert on eating. Microwaving that fake chicken, stinking up the whole joint. 
Helping himself to seconds. Lying around, too stuffed to move or even to have a simple 
conversation. 
Had he always been like this? No. Their first few dates, he was so careful and so 
kind. Nervous, too. That time he tried to have a picnic on the beach, when the seagulls 
stole their food. The way he’d fumble with a bra. The awkward things he sometimes said 
during sex. “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.” All she had to teach him. She must’ve done the work of 
five girlfriends, and what’d she get for her trouble? Not to be selfish, but that was a 
legitimate question. 
Manny needed medication. She would have to use the dropper. She got it, woke 
him, and then cradled him into a towel on her lap. At first he kept jerking his head away. 
After a minute or two he settled down and took the medicine. When it was done, he 
craned his little face to the ceiling and opened his mouth wide. What a set of chompers. It 
was easy to forget that this grumpy little furrball was related to all those ferocious 
beauties out in the wild.  
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She slipped her phone out of her pocket and snapped a quick shot. With the white 
towel wrapped over his head, Manny almost looked like a little man. She saved the 
picture and thought about sending it to Mike. He’d been gone for a while. For a message: 
“Looking for my food, buddy.” No. He’d had enough of cat pictures, as he’d said more 
than once. The simpler the better. “Be home soon?” 
What would happen to him after they’d split? Who would he talk to? Months or 
years from now, what would he think of when he thought of her? If they met in the 
future, would she find that he had regressed? Maybe. She hoped not. He had potential. 
Had she helped him to see that? To appreciate things? To understand how quickly time 
passed? How beautiful everything was? 
 
3. 
It was Saturday. He was in the park. It was like that song. How did it go? Was 
that couple staring at him? He wasn’t singing aloud, was he, like a crazy person? No. 
Maybe his smile looked deranged. Likely it did. Fine. He was happy. Was he? He was 
enjoying himself, and what was the difference? 
How long had he been gone? Over an hour. Sorry, they didn’t have the right kind 
of kale. No. I ran into this guy from school. Dave Park. You never knew him. No. Why am 
I late? Well—limping, wincing—I was hit by a scooter. No. To be honest, I didn’t want to 
come back and listen to you or look at that cat. F.Y.I.: Your fake ice cream is melted. 
Plus, there were women in the park. Lots of them. Some in bathing suits. 
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He was sweating a bit. Should he take his shirt off, like those guys over there? 
No. He definitely should not. Speaking of bathing suits, wow. That woman. She was, 
what, taking a break from the international modeling circuit to read magazines in a 
bikini? The way she dangled her long bare legs in the air. The way she flipped those 
pages. Seemed to be doing everything in slow motion. No, wait. No. Packing up her stuff. 
Disappointing. Very disappointing. But fun while it lasted. Hold on. Was she walking 
toward him? Yes. Was she about to take the next bench over? Yes. She had. She was 
sitting right there. What was this, some kind of hidden-camera thing? 
Relax. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just two highly attractive people sitting near 
each other on a beautiful summer day, one of them basically a bachelor—basically on the 
rebound after thirteen long months. The other one? A pro model of some sort. But no big 
deal. Maybe get out the phone, type something. Look serious. 
Three new messages from Keegan. 
“Be home soon?” 
“Where are you?”   
“Manny misses you!” 
Delete. Delete. Delete. 
The model was slipping on shorts, pulling on a t-shirt. He should say something. 
I’m going to break up with my girlfriend tonight. No. Hot out, right? No. He peered at the 
grocery bags. Those? Those aren’t mine. Do I look like a man who buys nutritional 
yeast? She was making a phone call. He who hesitates is lost. That was the story of his 
life, either that or something like: Once, I was caught in a dysfunctional relationship. For 
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months my girlfriend and I took in sick cats from the shelter, nursed them to health, and 
kept them until they were adopted. We did this voluntarily. It was a nightmare. But one 
magical day, all that changed. You see, I met this woman. The love of my life, I knew it 
immediately. How was I so sure? Well— 
“What!” she said into her phone, and goodness, she really drew that word out. 
Gave it about four syllables. “It’s like, maybe don’t drink a whole bottle of vodka, you 
slut.” 
Perhaps he could help her. Teach her. Together they could read great books, 
watch high-minded documentaries, have informed conversations about current events. It 
would not be easy. There was little doubt of that. But would it be worth it? He stole 
another sidelong glance. Yes. Yes, he was willing to try. 
Had she seen him look? Possibly. Probably. She was gathering her things, 
walking away. He watched her wind along the shaded path, her head lighted by countless 
dots of sunlight slipping down through the trees. She grew smaller, she became a sliver—
just a patch of color and movement—and then she disappeared into the crowd by the gate 
to Columbus Circle. In the distance, outside the park, the cars and buses were racing and 
bleating their horns. He should’ve said something. Offered to buy her something. Coffee. 
Alcohol. Magazines. Elocution lessons. 
In his head they were going off together. Leave the goji berries for the birds. 
They were downtown, dressed up. They were at the shore for the weekend. She’d brought 
along that bikini. We should have that thing bronzed. They were meeting his dad, 
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meeting his mom. And then many years later, they were back at this same bench, 
reminiscing. He tried hard to imagine her face but instead saw Keegan’s.  
He’d been gone too long. There was no way she wouldn’t give him grief. He 
wanted to find a cool, dark place. A spot with a bartender that listened, as in old-time 
movies. 
Rough day, brother? the barkeep would ask. 
He’d explain about the cats. 
Well, the bartender would say, we’ve all been there. 
Tell me about it. This was another of the patrons, a salty-looking guy. My old 
lady’s got five of them. One has a thing with her leg. Every night, I’ve got to massage its 
little haunches. 
They’d continue in this way for some time. Commiserating. Keegan would call. 
He’d shut off his phone. Later in the evening, his father would arrive. 
Son, he’d say, if I could give you one piece of advice: End it with that woman. If I 
could give you another: Don’t ever have kids. 
He’d heard all this before. 
Get out soon, his father would say. Remember what happened with me and your 
mother. The longer it goes, the more difficult it gets for everyone. 
Including the cats, the salty-looking guy would say. Don’t forget about the cats. 
A cloudbank slipped across the sun. The air grew cooler. He felt tired. He picked 
up the bags and decided he’d better find a cab. 
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 “If you need a nap,” she said, “go take one.” 
 “No,” he said. “Forget it.” 
 He sat on the opposite end of the couch, looking as if he were about to have all his 
toenails plucked out. Manny was lying between them. So he was going to ruin their last 
few hours with this cat. Because he felt like pouting.  
“You’re not under any obligation,” she said. 
“I want to be here.” 
“You’re doing a good job of hiding it.” 
“Let’s just try being quiet, okay?” 
They both looked down at Manny, who was stirring a little, turning his small torso 
in sluggish half-circles, dragging his claws across the blanket. He had nerve. Telling her 
to be quiet.     
“We need to talk,” she said. The words popped onto her tongue and slipped past 
her lips before she quite knew what was happening. It was a mistake. This wasn’t the 
right time. But it was out. Maybe for the best. Get it over with. 
 She studied his face. He was doing that thing he did when he hadn’t been 
listening. Scrunching down his forehead. Clenching his jaw. Nodding like an idiot. He 
had no idea what she’d said. How could that be? He was two feet away. She could’ve 
smacked him. 
“Are you all right?” he asked. 
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When she didn’t respond, he took her hand. “Listen,” he said, “I know this is a 
tough day.” He started to lean closer, as if to hug her, but the cat was between them, so he 
paused mid-lean and tilted back awkwardly. “Want a drink?” 
 “No.” 
 “Well, I’m going to get some water. Excuse me.” 
 He stood and disappeared into the kitchen. She heard him open the refrigerator 
and set a glass on the counter. Then the click of a bottle opening. Then the fizzy hum as 
he poured. One. Another. A moment later he was back on the couch, holding a giant mug 
of beer. 
 “I thought you wanted water,” she said. 
 “I changed my mind.” 
He tried to pet Manny, but the cat jumped from the couch, stepped across the 
floor, and leapt onto the chair nearest the kitchen. There, he nestled himself against the 
cushions and started to doze. 
 “At least the cat gets to sleep,” he said. 
“If you want to go nap, go.” 
“I don’t. I just told you that.”  
He took a long gulp. Disgusting, the way he wiped his top lip with his bottom lip. 
“Did he eat?” he asked. 
 “Not yet.” 
 “Glad I went all the way to the supermarket.” 
 “I said he hasn’t eaten yet. Not that he won’t eat.” 
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 “Right.” He held back a burp. “A going-away snack.” 
 He went to set his drink on the coffee table, but because, no matter how cool he 
tried to act, he was just a klutz—uncoordinated, out-of-shape, the list went on and on—he 
knocked the glass onto the floor. It shattered, which woke Manny. 
 “Fuck,” he said. 
“If that cat steps on any of that—” 
“I’ll get it. Shut up.” 
He didn’t say “shut up” but shouted it, which was rare, because he almost never 
raised his voice. That scared Manny even more. He jumped off the chair and scurried 
under it. So this was their life. This was their last afternoon with this cat. How sad. Mike 
on all fours, wiping like a fool, picking up little shards and pressing them into a soggy 
clump of paper towels. Pathetic. When you’re done cleaning, she wanted to say, you can 
just get out. But that wasn’t how she wanted to end it. Also, technically, it was his 
apartment. At least, his name was on the lease, something he’d be sure to throw in her 
face. 
He took forever to finish. First, he wiped it up, groaning and muttering under his 
breath the whole time. Then he looked at her. Partly to show he was angry. Partly to get 
her to tell him he could stop cleaning. 
That was annoying—him trying to make a production of it—so she said, “It’s 
smells like a brewery in here.” 
He went to the kitchen for more towels, wetted them, added soap, and then 
cleaned everything again. Groaned and muttered some more. What a martyr. 
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When he finally finished, he said, “You know, I am tired. I do want to lie down.” 
“No one’s stopping you.” 
“I know that.” He looked at her for a long minute, as if he was about to say 
something dramatic. 
“What is it?” she said. 
“Nothing.” But he kept looking at her in that same weird way. At last he asked, 
“Where’s the cat?” 
“Hiding from you.” 
“Okay. Goodbye, Manny. Wherever you are.” 
He started to go off but then turned back. Not to apologize. He went into the 
kitchen and—surprise, surprise—got another beer. Then he passed by her once more, 
again without apologizing, and disappeared into the bedroom. Good riddance. 
At the chair, she lifted the flap of upholstery that skirted the floor. Manny let out a 
sharp screech and threw up his paw. The poor thing had made so much progress, and now 
here he was, as scared as the day they found him in his little cage at the shelter. Beside 
the chair, she set down a bowl of food and a bowl of water. Nothing to do now but wait—
wait and hope that Manny would calm down soon.  
She got out her laptop and sat on the couch. She started to write a letter to Mike. 
Typed a few sentences. Your behavior this afternoon was hurtful. Stuff like that. Soon 
she gave up. What was the point? He knew what he did. He didn’t deserve a letter—some 
sensitive, carefully worded thing she’d have to labor over for hours. Hadn’t she already 
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put in enough work? Yes. She logged onto the Internet and started searching for ex-
boyfriends.  
This was more like it. Jean-Paul. A while since she checked in on him. Still hot. 
No surprise there. Lots of pictures of him in weird-looking European offices, wearing 
tight-fitting suits. Kind of looked like an architect or a gallery owner. But that was just 
because he was French. In reality, he was an accountant. Pete from St. Louis, from the 
semester in Salamanca, was an accounting major. No sign of him. But there was the guy 
from the weekend after she broke it off with Pete. From that night in Madrid. Alex, that 
was his name. After they did it, he went to the side of the bed and, still naked, got into a 
handstand. Weird. But really, any weirder than Mike? No. And then there was Charlie. 
Still handsome, same as when she looked him up last week. Hard to believe he’d married 
that woman. But what did it matter? What did any of it matter? Outside the apartment, it 
was all possibility. The guys from work, the ones from the gym, the friends of friends, the 
strangers on the subway and on the street. It made her dizzy, thinking about how big the 
world was. About all that was in it to see and to feel. 
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He was exhausted but not sleeping. Sitting up, drinking a beer, thinking about 
what he’d say. Some people, no matter how hard they try or how much they love each 
other, are just incompatible. No. I love you but we are unable to communicate. No. They 
weren’t unable to communicate. He just didn’t want to. Not anymore. Did that mean he 
didn’t love her? No. The way she held onto things, fought. He loved that. It was just too 
! !55 
much for him to deal with sometimes. Most of the time. He’d try to say that in a nice 
way. He pictured her face. Her, crying. Her, after it was over, when she saw how much 
happier she was. Years later, when she’d forgot all about him. A few minutes, thinking 
about that, and then he was asleep. 
Now awake. 
Keegan’s voice. The voice of another woman.  
A third voice, not speaking but screaming. That sound. His grandfather at the end, 
in that home. Long, bleach-smelling hallway. In that hallway, that woman, gone near-
bald, holding a plastic baby doll, screaming, sounding like that. 
He opened the door to the living room. Couch, tilted on its back, legs facing the 
wall. Chairs also tipped over. Keegan, other woman—Joan? yes—at the edge of the 
kitchen, red-eyed and hysterical. Both their faces twisted from all the crying. It made 
them look like twins, but decades apart. Keegan’s future. Animal-related emergencies in 
strangers’ kitchens. 
“Are you all right?” he asked. 
Not the thing to say. He looked over the island. Cat screaming. Cornered, 
crouched. Had the edge of the rug kicked up, leaning against it like a shield. 
That smell. God. Only now noticing it. Cat must have let everything go. Terrified, 
expelled it all. Some kind of instinct. Some final defense. 
“He won’t let you pick her up?” he asked. Again not the thing to say. Make a 
decision. Help. How? Somehow. Anyhow. 
No nets, Keegan said. No one to call, not really.  
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“All right,” he said. “I’m going to fix this.” 
Go to bedroom. Open closet. Find winter parka, down-lined. Find thick nylon 
skiing gloves. Find sunglasses, for eye protection. Put it all on. Fasten parka over wrists. 
“Mike, don’t,” Keegan said when she saw him. “You’re going to get hurt.” 
“I’ve got it under control,” he told her. 
“Really,” said Joan, “it’s not a good idea.” 
“Got a better one?” he snapped. “Stand back. Have that cage ready.”  
He stepped past them. Now onto the kitchen tiles. The cat, four feet away. It was 
scared, too. Remember that. Three feet. Go very slow. Don’t spook it. Just a man picking 
up a cat. Most natural thing in the world. All that yelping, thrashing—only a show. Two 
feet away. Pause. Be still. Veins surging. With adrenaline—sign of readiness, power. The 
animal sensed this power, and was also still. 
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What in the hell? What was he doing? In there like that? Dressed up like for 
skiing? Tiptoeing. If he hurt that cat. Jesus. If that cat hurt him. What a mess. 
Why was he stopped? No. Getting set. Just— 
Lunging. Manny darting— 
He had it. How did he ever— 
On his knees now. Holding cat out in front of him with both hands. Poor thing, 
terrified, clawing at his arms and wrists. Ripping at his jacket. The sound. Like a person’s 
scream. 
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“Cage,” he shouted. 
Joan pushed it toward him. It was at his feet. He crouched, got Manny inside. 
Seemed to get his hand stuck. No. Shut cage. Turned latch.  
The cat, still yelping. Hitting his little paws against the—  
“Fuck,” Mike said. He was at the sink. “Fucking thing got me.” 
She went to him. “Honey?” She wanted to— 
He held up his hands, bare now. Wrists covered with blood.    
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Her eyes, slipping back. Both sockets filling with white. Chest and legs going 
limp. Head striking the counter—when he stopped moving for a second, in his mind, he 
saw all that happening again. 
 He and Joan picked her up. Carried her to the couch. Right-sided it. Laid her 
down.   
Joan called 9-1-1. He found a clean towel and wrapped ice inside it—was that 
useless, ice? probably—and then pressed it against the cut near her temple, which was 
streaming blood.  
He felt nauseated. The cat was still screaming and banging at the cage. 
Then Keegan opened her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “Call my—call my mom. I’m 
okay.” 
Joan was there, standing over the couch. Saying something about how they didn’t 
need an ambulance. Something about having studied veterinary medicine. Keegan stood, 
! !58 
suddenly, unsteadily, and paced into the kitchen. She crouched down and started talking 
to the cat. 
He had to get her out of there. This was his fault. She had that weird thing with 
blood. He knew that. So why had he let her see his hands? 
He grabbed the towel with the ice, his keys, his wallet, and his phone. Yelled 
something to Joan. Something like, “Hospital.”  
He and Keegan were in the hallway, the elevator, the lobby. She had one arm 
around his shoulder. He had one hand around her waist, the other one pressing the towel 
to her head. 
They were on the sidewalk.  
Some jerk walked by and said, “Have another.”  
They were out in the street. One free taxi passed. Then another. A third stopped, a 
quarter-block down. A gray-haired couple, smiling, dressed up, was taking it. 
“Emergency,” he screamed at them. “Hold that cab.” 
That couple looked shocked. From out of the black night, here came a man in a 
torn ski parka, smelling of cat shit, scurrying toward them, at his side a dazed woman, 
bleeding from the head. 
It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the one thing. 
He cleared his throat. He screamed, “Hold that cab.” 
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After four hours she was discharged. He was there. In a fresh t-shirt. Looked as if 
he’d used three boxes of Band-Aids to cover up his cuts. Gift-shop flowers. Cellophane 
“Get Well” balloon. 
A big, long hug. She explained what the doctors had told her. That she was fine, 
basically. A concussion. Two stitches. Maybe a small scar. Could’ve been worse.  
They decided to walk back. It was a nice night, she said. She was still a little 
foggy, and didn’t want to go right to sleep. The fresh air would do her good. On the 
sidewalk, she sloped her arm into his, and pressed against him lightly. 
After a few blocks, she noticed that his forearms seemed hot and swollen. Manny 
bit him, he admitted. She pulled him beneath a streetlight. He raised his wrists to show 
her. She leaned her head close and studied his wounds. With his free hand, he brushed the 
hair away from her bandage on her forehead. For a long moment neither spoke. 
“I wonder,” he said at last, “if the cat’s still there.” 
She looked up. “I do, too.” When, after a few seconds, he didn’t respond, she 
turned back to studying his hads. 
“Probably,” he said, “we should talk.” 
“Okay, but not tonight.” 
For a long time they didn’t say anything else.  
They didn’t move. The streetlamp held them in its weak, warm yellow spotlight. 
Passers-by took notice. 
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To some, they looked like a pair of actors, lingering onstage long after the show 
had ended. 
To others, they resembled a happy couple. 
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10 Swanton Street 
 
 
Soon after our son moved home, I remembered a dream I’d had more than thirty 
years prior, around the time that he was teething. 
Back then I was sleeping odd hours, or barely at all. Money was an issue. This 
sounds awful, but sometimes, as I watched our kids eat, I imagined I could hear their 
adorable little mouths ringing and clanging like giant cash registers. I was nervous. I’d do 
the math for the week, for the month, for the year. Then I’d flip the sheet over and try to 
budget for five years, and for ten, and for twenty. Then my head would start spinning and 
I’d let go of the pencil. 
One night I dreamed that there was a lion in our basement. I was sitting in the 
kitchen and heard him pawing at the other side of the door. All of a sudden I was walking 
down the stairs with a bucket full of raw meat. I found him crouched in a dark corner and 
I tossed a few chunks his way. He came forward and gave the food a sniff, the way real 
animals do. As he chewed, he watched me. When the bucket was empty he turned away. 
Then he disappeared into an unlit space. That’s all I remember. 
As a general rule, I don’t pay attention to dreams. I’m a practical person. I don’t 
search for oracles or beg for miracles. I’m not in the habit of lying in bed, staring up at 
the ceiling and pondering the mysteries of existence. 
I had that dream only once. Until recently, I never told anyone about it. At first, it 
didn’t interest me. It was facile. Its meaning was self-evident: The lion symbolized the 
material demands of parenthood. I had to keep working, to keep bringing home the meat. 
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And I did. Of course I did. All I ever did was work. So what was the point of the dream? 
What was it doing but telling me something I already knew?  
As the lean years dragged on, the lion became a kind of private joke. The oldest 
has to have her teeth straightened? Of course, got to feed the lion. The middle child wants 
to go to soccer camp? That’s one hungry lion. For now, the baby only needs food and 
diapers. Soon he’ll need everything: braces, camps, college, et cetera and et cetera. The 
lion will never be full. 
Thank goodness business picked up. Things got a bit easier. I added the lion to 
my big box of nostalgia. Like so much else, it became a souvenir, an emblem of a 
particular time and place and circumstance. I rarely thought of it. If I did, I remembered it 
in the way I remembered the first movie that I ever saw all alone in the theater. High 
Noon. There, I don’t recall the showdown. I do recall how I felt afterward, when I 
stepped out of the dark and into the baking sunlight like a nine-year-old Gary Cooper. 
Another souvenir: the song that was playing on the car radio as I drove my wife back to 
her parents’ place after our first ever date. “Our Day Will Come,” by Ruby and the 
Romantics. It’s not a masterpiece. But I don’t think about its quality, its musicianship. I 
think of the moment she shut the door and walked across her front lawn. Then the drums 
fell in line with her steps and, for a few seconds, all my past and future seemed to be 
skipping along to the same happy beat. 
Our son has hit a rough patch. He tries, in his way. But he seems jolted, dazed, as 
if life has knocked him off the path, as if he’ll never get back.  
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To take just one example: he has difficulty waking up in the morning. I can’t 
relate to this. I can’t even comprehend it. I’ve done my best to help him, of course, with 
this and with everything else, but he’s still stuck. 
When he first moved home, we’d wake him up on our way out the door. 
Sometimes, I’d come home early, around two, and find him still sleeping. I’d say, “How 
are you going to get on track if you can’t even get out of bed?” 
“I’m trying,” he’d say, “I’m trying.” 
I’ve bought him several extra alarm clocks. Our house is not large, and when an 
alarm sounds in his room I can hear it everywhere: in the bathroom as I shave, downstairs 
as I make coffee. Every morning, my wife and I are treated to a concert: the Great Going-
Off of All the Alarms. When he first moved home, we used to tell each other, “any 
minute now, he’ll get up and shut them off.” But he never did. I have to go in there and 
do it myself. 
I shake him and shake him. I turn him over and pull him up by his arms. I sit at 
the edge of the bed to make sure he doesn’t fall back down. 
At last he comes to. “Sorry,” he says. 
“When did you go to sleep?” I ask. 
“Not too late,” he tells me. 
After a several weeks of this, I decided that it was like teething, but in reverse.  
One morning, I was standing over him, trying to get him vertical. At last, he was 
up, looking especially looped. The side of his face that he’d slept on was tomato-red, 
greasy, and seamed. His hair, which has started to go gray, was sticking straight up. He 
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looked like some kind of wild animal, I thought, and then I remembered the dream. Three 
decades had passed. Now, I supposed, the lion symbolized some kind of sleeping 
disorder. The meat, I supposed, was alarm clocks. 
I kept getting more of them. I bought one that was designed for the hard-of-
hearing. According to the packaging, its buzzer delivered a “sonic boom.” That was not 
an exaggeration. The first time it went off I almost choked on my toast. Did it wake him? 
No, it did not. 
I found an alarm clock for deaf people. It has an attachment that slides below the 
mattress and that, at the designated hour, according to the box, “shakes the sleeper with 
great force.” We set it up. The hour arrived. The bed rumbled like a volcano. And there 
was my son, atop that volcano, floating along like a plume of smoke.  
I spent three hundred dollars on an alarm clock advertised as a “scale-model of 
the Earth’s Sun.” I placed it on the small table next to his bed, where each morning it 
gradually glows brighter, filling the room with gentle light. It’s junk. Useless. And they 
won’t even let me return it. 
“You’re not on drugs, are you?” I asked him once at dinner. It was past six, but he 
was still in his pajamas. 
“No,” he said, “of course not.” He couldn’t believe I’d said that. Neither could my 
wife. Neither, I suppose, could I. He didn’t say anything else. He just dropped his head 
into his hands. 
We went to see a doctor, a “sleep specialist,” who ran tests and concluded there 
was nothing wrong with him. “Not physically,” he said.  
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None of the therapists we went to were much help either. They suggested 
medication. My son refused. 
I decided to enforce a bedtime. It was ridiculous, but we were all desperate. I went 
into his room around eleven, chatted with him for a bit, and then switched off his light. I 
stayed up for another hour, now and then checking the crack below his door to see that he 
hadn’t switched on any lights. My hopes were high. The following morning none of his 
alarms sounded. I was amazed to find him awake. 
“I couldn’t sleep at all,” he told me, looking pained. “Not one goddamned 
minute.” 
Exercise, I thought. How obvious. I bought a treadmill and put it in the basement. 
Every morning I did everything I could to get him down there. A few times, it worked. 
He woke up, shook off his sleep, and went down and walked for a while. Soon he began 
to beg out of it. “I’ll go down after breakfast,” he’d promise, and I’d say all right. A few 
hours later, when I called home, no one would answer. 
Lately I’ve been using the treadmill myself. It’s nice to take a little walk after 
dinner, after the news. At first, being down there at night made me think about that 
dream. I decided my original interpretation was, to reuse a word, facile. 
My mind has a mind of its own. I think: the “lion wasn’t a symbol of the world’s 
demands. The lion was the world.” I shake that away, and other thoughts blow through: 
“Your son was the lion and you was the meat,” or, “You were the lion and your son was 
the meat.” 
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I wasted a few nights like this. Then I started skipping the treadmill. Instead, I 
read a few articles. Science, apparently, confirms what I’ve known all along. Dreams are 
just junk, just random assemblages of all the things that drift past by our prow. Being 
reminded of that helped. 
I read something else. The more you think about dreams, the more dreams you 
have. They become more vivid. It’s a cycle. And now it’s happening to me. In the past 
few nights, I’ve met with dead cousins and historical personages. I’ve visited battlefields, 
mountaintops. I’ve spoken Portuguese and, I think, Czech. Three nights ago I was an 
arsonist, and part of a gang. I didn’t know any of the other members. We went around 
some seaport town that I couldn’t recognize and set things on fire: shops, houses, boats. 
Two nights ago, I dreamed that our family was gathered together for Thanksgiving 
dinner. Instead of eating turkey, we were holding a talent show. I sang the National 
Anthem. 
Last night I was in bed, sifting through all that nonsense. From the next room I 
heard my son’s footsteps. I listened for a few minutes, but couldn’t make out what he was 
doing. At last sleep started to wash into my head. As the room was drifting away, I half-
wished to dream about the lion. Not because I thought it had some secret meaning. Its 
familiarity was appealing, its simple routine. Hear pawing. Take down meat. Watch 
animal eat. See him drift back into his corner. Return upstairs to the kitchen. 
The lion didn’t appear, of course. 
I woke up. All the alarms were blazing. I shuffled into his room and, one-by-one, 
switched off the sirens, the sonic boom, the volcano, and the sun.  
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Now I’m letting him sleep.  
It’s raining outside. The room is darker than usual.  
I pull at his arms. He feels heavier. He sits up, and in the dim light the slept-on 
side of his face looks almost purple. He rolls back his lids. Two flooded globes, drifting 
through the darkness. 
Then the watery sheen drains out of his eyes. He’s looking at something. I have 
no idea what. 
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Recorded Time 
 
1. 
 Tuesday, two years after it ended.  
 Not quite a quarter to eight. Ballardville, North Wilmington. Already December. 
Sun half up. Wakefield, Melrose Highlands, Melrose Park. Train stopped. Outside, a line 
of ten or twelve mummies. Coats and scarves. Breathing vapor.  
 Thermos in lap, steaming. Coffee black. Scalded tongue. Scalded throat. Oak 
Grove. Malden Center. Boston next. Caffeine, washing the blood. Blood, washing the 
brain. 
 North Station. The pale dirt of the train yard. Frozen puddles, scraps of trash. Snow 
in patches. Old snow. Color of apple core, left out, going brown. Above, the clogged 
overpass. Puzzle of beams and shadows. Cars, crusted with salt. Thin clouds of exhaust. 
Thick clouds beyond. Farther beyond, the vast whitish blue. 
 Dim light, streaking windshields, streaking side of half-empty school bus. Our 
compartment full. Train slowing. Voice from above. We are approaching the final stop. 
Tomorrow, the same. Next week, the same. The same until the holidays. The same again 
next year. One year, five years, ten. Yesterday, two years ago, it ended. Next week, three 
years ago, it began. 
 A letter. An e-mail. Lay it all out. Not best idea, perhaps. Decide. Decide if you 
want to do it, and if you do want to do it, do it. New motto. Do not think, only do. Yeah, 
right. 
 No harm in making notes. May be some good in it. A healthy exercise, she’d say. 
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Work through it, she’d say. Open up. “If you don’t open up, you will explode. One day 
your head will literally explode.” ! Notes in shorthand—illegible to the world—in three-ring binder, on pages of a 
company report: “Mobile Phone Sales in Southeastern New England: Recent Trends.” 
Nonsense scrawled atop nonsense. This is the last stop. Remember. Remember your 
personal belongings. Leave nothing behind. Remember not to forget anything. You have 
already forgotten so much. 
2. 
 This morning, on my way to work, I was thinking: We should have taken more 
pictures. That sounds crazy, I know, because, nowadays, everyone has these damned 
phones, and everyone’s a dedicated photo-essayist. But two or three years ago, it wasn’t 
quite like that. At least, I don’t think that it was. We didn’t feel the need to document 
every moment of our lives, did we? Still, I wish we had more photos from back then. I 
looked for some the other night, but found only a few, all in that little album you made for 
me. 
 There’s one of me on your couch, holding one of the cats you took in from the 
shelter for a few weeks. Some shots from Portugal. And one of us at Columbus Circle, 
during that blizzard that shut down the office for a few days. We’re standing in the 
middle of the street, and I’m holding an open bottle of wine. But my favorite picture is the 
one that you took of the two of us at work. Remember? We’re in my old office, behind my 
desk, in the middle of the day. I closed the door. You sat on my lap, held up your phone, 
and snapped the shot. We’re both laughing. About what, I don’t remember. Probably 
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about how miserable that place was, and how absurd. (Flashback: Jeff Brooks, patrolling 
the halls every morning at nine, checking to see that all attorneys were present and 
actively billing.) ! Anyway, I’m trying to organize all my pictures into digital albums, so if you have 
any others, and if it’s not a hassle, maybe you could send some my way? If not, of course 
it’s no big deal. 
 I’m doing well, although, six months in, I’m still not crazy about the new gig. Also 
not crazy about explaining to people, how, and why, I ended up in at a telecom company, 
doing sales. But a job’s a job, and of course I’m grateful to have it. Anyway, it’s 
progress, I suppose, and it’s not very demanding. Also, it’s much more pleasant than the 
last place. Then again, how couldn’t it be? (Another flashback: the firm-wide luncheons, 
and old Ted Whitcup, salting each side of each piece of his steak, then nodding off during 
the speeches.) 
 How are you? What’s the latest? How’s life at the foundation? Still changing the 
world? We haven’t talked since before Thanksgiving. Where did you go? 
 Hope you’re doing great, and to hear from you soon. 
 Typed today at lunch.  
 Never sent. Twenty minutes, deciding between every moment of our lives and every 
moment of our life together. Tried to make it all sound cheery, casual. Decided not to 
describe new job accurately, as dead-end. Wrote it, thinking it might spark something. 
Now, at end of day, know it couldn’t. Pointless, ineffectual. Dishonest, even. 
 Then again, honest version also pointless: I was on the Internet this weekend. 
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(These days, I’m always on the Internet.) I still keep track of our anniversaries—bet you 
didn’t expect that. As ours is right around the corner, I was feeling nostalgic. So, I 
searched for you online, and found a bunch of pictures of you with some guy. What can I 
say? It looked serious. Seems to have been going on for some time. None of my business, 
I know, and I feel silly bringing it up. But I also feel silly, talking to you all this time, not 
knowing about it. So, I’m sorry, but I have to ask: Is this guy your boyfriend? If so, 
congratulations. He’s reasonably good-looking and, if I’m not mistaken, also younger 
than you. I’m sure that it won’t end in tears. What else is new? More nonsense. Mean, 
ridiculous nonsense. Pathetic, too. But these are my thoughts. What I can’t stop turning 
over and around in my head. What fills, constitutes my days and nights. Feel bad just 
setting them down. Seeing them stare back at me. Not owed an explanation, know that. 
Disappointed at self. Worried, too. Getting mean streak. Getting worse with age, like gut. 
Body, mind, spirit, all going to seed. 
 On the late train, the ten-forty. Compartment nearly empty. Teen-aged screw-ups. 
Middle-aged burn-outs. A few drunks. And me. Screwed-up, yes. Not a teenager. Not 
chronologically. (As she’d say, “emotionally, you’re sixteen.”) And yes, a burn-out. Not 
a middle-aged one, though, not quite yet. And not drunk, not at all. Very sober. Nine 
months next week. Enough time to have a kid. Also, enough time not to. Enough time not 
to do anything. To lose touch. To get more confused, more desperate. The path of no 
resistance. 
 Long day today. Unproductive, like all the rest. Lost steam around three. Couldn’t 
just shut door and leave, as in past. No longer a door to shut. Unmanned cubicle a bad 
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sign. Been informed of that. Been reminded of it, too. Sat tight, wandered web, drank 
coffee, forgot time. Left around seven. Meant to get dinner. Couldn’t find a place. 
Everywhere either too expensive or too crowded or too bleak. Walked from State Street 
to Back Bay, then to Fenway and South End. Cold. Very cold. Didn’t mind. Two more 
coffees—ten on day, I think—and an energy bar, and a few packets of nuts. Also, lottery 
ticket. (New habit, more evidence of personal disintegration.) Strange streets. Got turned 
around. Missed the nine-thirty. Walked back to the office. No one there. Sat for a bit in 
the dark.!
 Whole day, fragment of one song in head. Found lyrics online. “Doing all right / 
Rainbows in the sky / Doing all right / Till you came by.” Thought it was the blues. Turns 
out it’s not. Turns out to have a happy ending. Guy was alone, but all right. Finds her, 
starts doing much better. Or so he says. Guy also says, when she’s not around, he can 
only think of her, and of how love is just one big mistake. Which, to my ear, rings truer. 
 Was, I think, doing all right before she came by. No rainbows, but things moving 
along. Straight roads and clear signposts. Feeling of progress, of materiality. Active 
participant in ordered universe. Turned thirty-one, cleared debts. Saving to buy a place. 
Investing a bit. Spending a lot. Car, leased. Parked under apartment building, at cost. 
Drove it about once a week, to grocery store. Walked to, from work. Seven blocks, ten 
minutes. Bought tuxedo. Wore it two or three times, to other people’s weddings. Still 
have it. Doesn’t fit. Also, nice watch. Swiss. Sold for cash, along with widescreens, 
sound-system, and “art collection.” Killed boredom with money, like shooting bullets 
into the dark. Picked up lunch, dinner, rounds. String of first dates with string of near-
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strangers. Girls from building, from gym. Fairly attractive women. Good tables in nice 
restaurants. Pleasant, halting talk. One or two times, and then nothing. Always, always 
amounting to nothing. 
 Maid’s visits a weekly highlight. Never saw her. Came home Friday night, found 
everything clean, put away, fresh-smelling. Like comfortable hotel. Like magic. Invisible 
hands had folded towels, underwear. Paired socks. Shower, shave, change. Toasted my 
success, my security. Big dinner. Next day at noon, still asleep. Sometimes got lucky, 
made it to Sunday night without working. Still, even then, always thinking about it. 
 Work. Work. Work a constant, constantly threatening to blot out everything else—
sunlight, fresh air, friends and family, physical and mental health. Discernable 
personality. Always getting slammed, getting ready to get slammed, or recovering from 
having just gotten slammed. Two-fifty, three-hundred in monthly billables. A purpose, a 
duty. A license to be left alone. Didn’t like work itself. No one did. Unlikable, basically. 
Still, did it well. Did it well for a while. Seasons, years of asperity. Diligence. Praise 
rained down from on high. “We’re not in the business of paying compliments. However.” 
Grave talks with grave men. Rich men—called themselves “comfortable”—single- 
minded, aged past their years. Fifty-minute, hundred-fifty-dollar lunches. Their talk full 
of import, but imprecise. Talk of promise. Didn’t see it. Worked to make it real. Late 
nights, thoughts shut off for hours. Body and brain, going on muscle memory. Finished, 
powered down, went home. 
 Empty streets like treadmills—like what, in airports, they call “people-movers”— 
carting weary bones to bed. Monday through Wednesday, burned up like matches. Traces 
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of ash, smeared across calendar. Thursday, sense of time slowing. Friday, sense of life 
arranging itself, silently, just beyond door. Preparing itself for my return, home from the 
abstract shore, from the kingdom of glowing computer screens. The world, ready to 
confess its secrets. To lay its treasure at my feet. Turning corner, catching sight of the 
Park. Losing myself down all the big streets, admiring the long, straight lines of distant 
lights, and people, and movement. !  “First time I saw her face”—also not a blues song. Also, that first time, didn’t 
actually see her face. Not all of it at least. Was walking hallway, from kitchenette back to 
office, with third or fourth coffee. A week ago, it seemed, it had been summer, and that 
office—four from mine—had been empty. Now, it was October, and there she was. 
Standing at window, back to me, speaking on phone. Didn’t break stride, only glanced in. 
One second, maybe two. First in a numberless sequence. Of moments, images. Of days 
and nights and mornings. Already all there—maybe. There, the distance between us, 
which we’d never erase. There, all the times she’d turn away. Her repose, her 
implacability. The ease of her posture, its correctness. The smooth line of her slim neck, 
and the bundle of dark heavy curls that floated atop it. The energy and assurance that 
lived in her voice. Her, already refusing to look at me. Me, already dizzy, dumb, 
panicking, taking flight. 
 My own forward progress, carrying her from view. Just before she disappeared, the 
final sliver of that first instant, when she angled her head to the left. A slight turn, but 
enough to show her profile, and that her eyes were blue. Spent rest of day at desk, 
immobilized. Said to self, “Man, you are in trouble.” By mid-afternoon, my every third 
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thought. By evening, all other thoughts obliterated. Alone in bed, eyes shut. That one 
thought enlarged, evolved, invested with an almost-physical presence. Become a worm, 
tunneling to the center of my brain, gifted with speech, repeating five words: “Man, you 
are in trouble.” 
 Didn’t meet her right away. Day she arrived—at least, it seems that very day—
housing bubble burst, riots erupted across Europe. Told to fly to Nevada next morning, to 
meet with representatives of regional banking concern, lately concerned about having 
committed fraud. Touched down. Slot machines in airport. Slot machines in hotel lobby. 
At client’s offices, three long days and two late nights. Digging through rooms full of 
paper. Listening to grown men lie, blame other grown men. Back to New York. Informed 
that sky was falling. That show was over, or would be soon. Slept for an hour, and made 
my report. Mood at firm like someone just cut off all the warm water, filled jacuzzi with 
ice cubes. Rumor of layoffs. Of bonuses deferred, like dreams. 
 After meeting, felt fragile, spent. Went to bathroom. Washed face. Inspected 
reflection. Like ghost—like ninety-six hours of fluorescent lights and airport terminals. 
Decided what I needed was more coffee. Went to kitchenette. Discovered her there. 
Making tea. Holding small, neat plate—white teacup, four yellow wedges. Must have 
brought in a lemon from home, sliced it. Room laced with smell of citrus. I smiled, tried 
to sound relaxed. Said, “I don’t think we’ve met yet, actually.” Shook her hand, mine still 
damp from washing. Hers, smaller, lighter than I’d expected. She, taller, fairer than I’d 
imagined her, with fuller, rounder breasts. First real look at face. Even now, with me 
somewhere. Stamped, etched, pressed against soft putty of tired mind. Early on, tried to 
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fix that first look into words. Something like: Composed. Unblemished by want. Eyes 
like two stilled lakes. Broad, elegant forehead. Wide, intelligent mouth. Even then, 
missing the mark. 
 No memory of conversation. Of its content, details. Just pleasantries, probably. Do 
remember, her speech seemed to sound with special vigor. Learned later, that quality 
always there. There in everything—“change the channel,” “I’m going for a walk,” “we 
have to break up.” There even in her late-night talk, sleepy and shambling, mumbled 
from the other side of bed. Didn’t realize all this then. Just stood beside coffee-maker, 
hearing it hiss, watching her talk. Own words failing. Thoughts tangling, withering up 
right in front of her.  
 Directness. Evident from start. Once a week, appeared at my office door, informed 
me that she was going for lunch. At first, said I was too busy. Usually true. But man 
cannot live on coffee alone. Slow Friday, Halloween weekend. Sun high, still warm. Two 
of us walked around corner for salad. Tried to treat it like a business lunch. Like a 
mentoring session. Couldn’t. 
 “I’m having a party this weekend,” she said. Me, holding open door to office lobby. 
Her, not stepping through. Not at first. Lingered on sidewalk, in sun, waiting for answer. 
“Costumes and everything. You should come by.” Thanked her, explained that, with 
work, impossible. That I’d make next one. “Okay,” she said. “But I’m going to hold you 
to that. Really, I’m not going to forget.” ! Weeks, evaporating. Sensation, felt in first encounters, ebbed somewhat. Relations 
normalized. Lunches, every few weeks. Becoming familiar, friendly. She, drawn into the 
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work. I, still consumed by it. Eaten alive by it. Chewed up, sucked dry, spit out by it. 
November and December, back and forth, to and from west, toiling to clear bank from 
taint of fraud. Mood at firm deteriorating. Sky, continuing to fall. Old Ted Whitcup, gray 
eminence of antitrust, betrayed, forced to retire. Told to go salt his steak on his own time, 
in Palm Beach. Firm partnership, already sour, turning hostile. Word on street, they were 
cutting ranks. Looking for any reason, large or small. Looking at everyone. Jeff Brooks, 
still patrolling hallways. Started throwing books, staplers, at walls. Threw award for 
community service, missed, cracked window. One night, wrote to inform me, by e-mail, 
“I don’t pay you to ask questions. I pay you to find answers.” 
 Next morning, she appeared at my office door. “It’s time,” she announced. Me, 
dumb again, staring. “Time for you to make good on your promise. You said you’d come 
to my next party. It’s this Saturday. A holiday party, but with an Eighties theme. Not my 
idea, my friend’s. Still, I expect a costume.” Told her I’d try my best. “You promised,” 
she said. “I told you that I was going to hold you to it, and now I am. Start picking out a 
costume.” She lingered, led me through few minutes of small talk. Her dress, dark red, 
almost brown. Looked like a sweater, fitted close, pulled past her waist. Ended halfway to 
her knees. Watched her, my thoughts tangling once again. Felt blood beneath skin, 
flashing, almost searing. Felt great anatomical fact, asserting itself. Pulsing in lap, the 
heat ranging upwards, stinging my abdomen, chest, and throat. ! Half hour later, ordered get-up online—white jeans, white jean jacket. T-shirt, 
printed with words, “Poison, ‘86 World Tour.” A red bandana, and a green one. Saturday 
came, almost didn’t go. At gym for two hours. Lifted weights, ran. Ran through options. 
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At last, decided. Took cab. Found building, button. Buzzed inside. Lobby, elevator, 
hallway. She, waiting in doorway, lit from behind by mass of bright white bulbs. Dressed 
like Madonna, from Madonna’s black-lace period. Also, a white-lined, red-felt hat, in 
deference to the season. Kissed my cheek. Led me inside. Twenty-five or thirty people. 
No one else from work. Introduced me to guy, excused herself. Watched her go, found 
beer, talked to guy. Finished beer. She returned, touched my forearm, said, “Hello 
gentlemen. Everything above-board?” I told her that she had a very nice apartment. Not 
hers, she said. Her friend’s. Her own, upstairs. “Would you like to go see?” 
 Sure, I must have said. Maybe, said something more—you’re the boss, or, you lead, 
I’ll follow. Do remember, making way to her place. Elevator. Hallway. Keeping very 
quiet, as if in a library, or back at the office. Remember, her opening front door, turning 
back to me as bolt clicked. Smiling, saying, “Right this way.” Remember, standing next 
to her, on other side of door. Remember, the few steps to her kitchen. Again, scent of 
citrus. Glass bowl on marble counter, filled with bright, fresh fruit. Glass carafe, filled 
with filtered water and thin, floating slices of cucumber. Not cold water, room 
temperature water—healthier, she claimed. Living room. Her soft pink couch. Facing 
small television, large bookshelf. Books, arranged by color.  
 Her bedroom. Not, at last, but all of a sudden. “This is it,” she said. Hand on my 
arm now, leading me inside. Not turning on light. “Do you mind if I get out of these 
heels?” I did not, and she sat on the bed. Suggested I “take a load off.” Eased beside her, 
and suddenly became loquacious. Asked her about travel, school, her childhood. She, 
patient, game. Her shoulders titled back, arms behind her, pressed against bed for 
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support. Sitting, talking like this for some time. Until I ran out of questions. Couldn’t 
abide silence. Stood, said I was going for more water. Shuffled out, through light of 
living room, to kitchen. Poured from carafe. Stared at cucumber slices, still suspended. 
Stared at front door, and at bottom of that door, at the thin line of light from the hallway. 
Her voice, calling, “Everything okay?” Told her it was. Started back in. Caught sight of 
self in mirror. Had forgotten about costume. Left shoes, jean jacket near couch, along 
with bandanas. 
 Found her in same position. Kept near door, worked on water. “Guess you were 
thirsty,” she said. “Let me have some.” Leaning forward, reaching with two hands. One 
hand, took glass. Her other, took hem of t-shirt. Held it loosely, between thumb and index 
finger. Held it as she finished water, as she placed glass on floor. Then, had both hands 
on shirt, pulling me down to her. I, stooping, tensing, finding the very edge of her lips. 
Landing on bed. Steadying self. Turning, kissing her squarely. Then, both our mouths 
open slightly. Taste of clean, tepid water. Faint savor of vegetable. 
 Below her, reaching behind her, working to remove blouse. Fingers lost, plucking 
buttons and strings. Pushed my hands away, unfastened blouse, unhooked bra. Drew 
straps across shoulders, one shoulder at a time. One breast uncovered, winking at me 
through the dark. Retrieved hand, pressed center of palm against nipple. Other side, 
repeated same. I sat up, put mouth and tongue against one dark circle, and then against 
the other. Felt flesh, firm and smooth, against my nose and cheeks and forehead. Reached 
behind her again, unzipped skirt. Shifted to edge of bed, stood. She, now clasping my 
waist with her legs, and letting herself fall into the mattress. I, over her now, reaching 
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under her, pulling away skirt. Reaching again, pulling away final piece. Small patch of 
thin black silk. Felt own breath, now short. Felt torso, dampening with sweat. Took off 
shirt. “Go into the bathroom,” she said, pointing behind me. “The condoms are under the 
sink.” 
 Her bathroom, in half-light. Over sink, a large mirror. There, a half-naked man, 
tired and pale. Tight white jeans, crowned with small ring of sagging flesh. Found box of 
condoms. Took one, turned it in hand. “Are you okay?” she asked. Returned to room. Got 
off pants, underpants. Air of room, sudden and cool against skin. She, at edge of bed 
now, reaching once more, her hands warm and light against me. 
 Condom package impenetrable—impregnable. She sat up, split it in one go. “Do 
you want me to put it on?” she asked. I told her that I did, yes. Then, repeated myself. 
Then she stopped. “You’re shaking,” she said. I denied this. Then, realized she was right. 
Aware of it, it became worse. Told her I was just cold. “Are you sure you want to do 
this?” she asked, and set the condom down. I retrieved it, began rolling it into place. It 
didn’t stay in place. Saw I’d gone limp. “Are you okay?” she asked again. I made no 
answer. Both of us still, silent. At last, she stood, and walked past me, into the bathroom. 
Shut door, not in anger, but briskly, defensively, as if to a stranger. 
 Began to dress. Sound of her at sink. Sound of water, of glass bottles against 
countertop. Her electric toothbrush. Returned, now in soft white robe. Makeup washed 
away. Hugged me. Tender, but chaste. I apologized. Said this was first time it had 
happened. Was truth. Sounded like a lie. “Would you like to spend the night anyway?” 
she asked. Her mouth, smelling of mint. I settled under her bed-sheets, watched her at 
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closet, changing. Removed robe. Unbundled hair. Fell in giant, wild curls, past blades of 
her shoulders. Men’s pajamas, decorated with cartoon alarm clocks. In bed, beside each 
other. Flannel of her pajamas against my leg. Again, apologized. “Don’t,” she said. “It’s 
not the end of the world. It’ll all be all right.” After a moment, quiet became unbearable. 
Asked her to roll onto her stomach. Began to massage neck and back. “Okay,” she said. 
“Now we’re talking. We should’ve been doing this all along.” 
 Worked dutifully. Attempting—through application of pressure to her muscles, 
joints, and tendons—to erase short-term memory. Fifteen or twenty minutes of this. 
Working in silence. Fingers starting to ache. Slowed, then stopped. “Thanks,” she said. 
Rolled to face away from me. Promptly fell asleep. I, still awake. Studied room. The 
whiteness of it. So white, seemed to glow. Pure, uncluttered, except for large Indian—or 
Nepalese—tapestry on wall opposite bed. Lay awake, tracing eyes across its lines, its 
shapes and patterns. Followed these until they seemed to lose shape. Eyes closed. At that 
moment, in last waking darkness, heard faint music from below, from party we’d left. 
Not songs, but dull echo of bass within those songs. Breaching walls of white room, like 
low distant repetitive thunder. 
 Fell asleep to this sound, certain this would be only night I’d ever spend in this 
bedroom. Certain that the whole thwarted, mortifying incident would soon be behind me. 
 Off train. 
 Off train about an hour now. In town, across from station, sitting in late-night donut 
shop. Lines, written over a half-eaten egg sandwich and an empty coffee cup. On 
revisiting the banks of that long-abandoned river. “I cannot paint / What then I was.” 
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Remembered that. Half-remembered it. Found it just now, on Internet, on phone. Been 
sitting here all alone, scribbling. Afraid someone might see me, see what I’ve been 
writing. Whole time, only customer here. Still, it may all be obvious. Is, probably. 
Probably written on face. New note: change face. Change everything. Destroy these 
notes. But not yet. Way of going back. Poor way, but something. Need to get it all down. 
First, finish. Then, destroy. 
 Now, need to walk. Can’t get home too late. Work tomorrow. Also, don’t want to 
wake Mom and Dad. 
3. 
 Home. In room.  
 Very late now. Just tried again, failed again.  
 I want you to know that, tonight, on my way home from work, I was thinking about 
you. I want to tell you that, over the past few days, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about 
you. Lately I’ve wished that we could have started things differently. I keep thinking 
about that first night that we had together, in your apartment, and how it all went wrong, 
and how, in a way, that one moment shaped everything that came after. I know it’s all 
over, and that it’s been over for a long time. And I appreciate that now, two years later, 
things are very different, for both of us. And yes, of course I understand that, because it’s 
all so far gone, it must seem very strange—and, maybe, also very sad— for me to be 
writing to you like this, and to be dwelling something that happened three years ago. 
That’s all true. But, consider. Doesn’t the fact that things are so different now make that 
night more important? And maybe, if I’d just been a bit more patient or a bit cooler in 
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that moment, all of that difficulty and dissatisfaction and pain could’ve been avoided, and 
things could have been different. Does any of this make any sense? 
 It does not, no. Still utter nonsense. Worse now. Desperate, and self-deluding. 
“Nobody’s fault but mine.” Another song. That one, actually the blues. Real blues. 
Requisite element of honesty, self-awareness. Pained realization, what makes it the blues. 
This stuff, just nonsense. Could not have been otherwise. If could’ve, would’ve. That first 
morning, should’ve woken up, rolled over, redeemed self, and then made breakfast. 
Instead, didn’t mention it. Tried to pretend it didn’t happen. Thought holiday break would 
fix it. Both away for week. Called few times. Didn’t bring it up. Awkward, pained talk. 
After New Year, both back in town. Out to dinner. Still didn’t talk about it. Tried again. 
Happened again. Kept at it. Weeks like that. Digging hole. Stepping inside. Still digging. 
Level ground, above, receding. Slipping farther away, and farther, until out of sight. 
No honeymoon. Plunged into deep.  
 Everyday, together at work. Secret meetings in office, door closed. Secret lunches, 
blocks away. Every night, together, doing “real work of building a relationship.” In 
bedroom, explored alternative methods. Plunged into other deep. Settled into rhythm. 
Either laughing or bickering. Long nights on pink couch. Back, foot massages. Here and 
there, night on town. Once, the symphony. Left early, to argue in the street. Told me to 
start therapy, medication. Promised I would, didn’t—first big lie. Also lied about: nature 
and duration of previous relationships; work emergencies. Other lies, too. Seemed 
simplest way to end fights. Month in, told a guy about it all, about how it’d taken over 
my life. He said, “Well, that’s exactly why you do it, isn’t it?” 
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 Decided to end it. To do it in a week, or in two. Another month went. Started 
wondering what, after her, I’d go back to. And then. And then. The Blizzard of the 
Century. City not ready. For four days, office shut down. First night, walking dark 
abandoned streets. Two bottles of red wine in tow. Came home, our faces and hands 
stung red. Lips and teeth stained red from wine. Put on music, loud enough to hear it in 
every room. Showered together. In shower for all of What’s Going On. By end, couldn’t 
see the door for the steam. In bedroom, dried her with towel, laid towel on bed. Her hand, 
warm and wet, pressed lightly against me. Then, other warmth and wetness, and other 
pressure. Opened eyes to see her face, now very close to mine, telling me not to stop. 
That week, the honeymoon, at last. Weeks and months that preceded it, all that difficulty 
and dissatisfaction, disappearing. The two of us, laboring together, willing it to 
disappear. 
 Week ended, snow melted. Life of city reasserted itself. At work, tide rising again. 
Within a week, a crisis with the bank out west. Two days, sleeping at desk. Jeff Brooks: 
“If none of us are happy, why should you be?” Month later, vacation to Lisbon. Visiting 
monuments to the Age of Discovery, fighting. Returned, didn’t talk for a week. Another 
two months, gains in performance reversed, became worse than before. Her, bounding 
from bed, yelling, “Why can’t we just have sex like normal people?” Summer in the city, 
scorching everything, even brain. She didn’t “like” air-conditioning. Late nights on her 
couch, listening to city through open windows. Started letting her go to sleep alone. 
Started staying up until two or three, drinking beer, watching television on mute. 
September, guy at work called her my girlfriend. Told him I thought no one knew. 
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Everyone did apparently. Annual performance reviews.  
 She and I, both get same line. Jeff Brooks: “At the end of the day, it’s a question of 
focus.” She and I both asked to leave, given until New Year to find something. “Good,” 
she said that night. “This will be good for both of us.” Once that news would have been a 
relief. Now, now that it was real, it was not. I wandered office, streets, like patient 
wandering hospital. Resumés, cover letters, floating away with the leaves. December, 
broke down in front of her. She took me into her bedroom, held my head against her 
chest until I feel asleep. 
 Next morning I’d calmed. Blinds were open. Sun was up. She brought me a cup of 
coffee. “I was thinking,” she said. “We should get married. I know, maybe not the best 
time. But we should just do it, move in together, start over.” I sat at edge of bed. Same 
spot as first night. Told her no. Wished it could be different, easier, frightened it never 
would be. She left room, city, life, etc. And I was back at home by the New Year. 
Still home. Now, waiting for storm. Did same as a kid. Same bedroom. Same view. Two 
decades, plus change. What he used to think about me. What he’d make of me now. 
Stars, already burned out. Takes time to see it. Black sky. Clouds, filling in a bit. Light, 
filling in a bit, too. Pressing against tops of trees, against the dull skin of the horizon. "# 
 Not alive in morning, not really. Or at work, not really. Not alive, really, for long 
stretches of day. Or in large groups. Or small ones. No coffee this morning. No breakfast, 
either. Didn’t have time. Up late, running late. At least, already accomplished one thing. 
Before leaving, sent e-mail. Last thing I wrote, right before I fell asleep. First thing 
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checked when awake. Decided, after all that, to keep it simple. Simple as possible. 
Just writing to say hey. Is it snowing down there? It’s supposed to up here. Predicted to 
be a big storm, but it hasn’t started yet. Do you remember that massive storm we, and 
how everything shut down, even work? That was really something, wasn’t it? Anyway, 
it’s been a while. How are you? I’m doing great. Let’s catch up soon. Also, happy 
holidays! Can’t believe they’re already here. Not good. Pathetic. Product of deluded 
mind. Sleep-deprived. But a note like that might be something she’d respond to. Hope so. 
Something to look forward to. See if I hear anything. Take it from there. Maybe next 
week or so, send a holiday card too. Still have a little time. 
Colder out today. Darker, too. Flurries in sky when I woke. Now, the real snow. 
The thick stuff, only really just starting now. Outside, still Wilmington. Edge of tracks, 
blur of bare trees. Beyond, blur of streets and split-levels. Sky looks about as high as a 
basketball hoop. Forecast says two feet, three, maybe more. Ready for it. Time of year for 
it. Train stopped. Wakefield. In open air, over station parking lot, over treeless town 
center, snow even thicker. A thick white cloak, falling over everything. Details of 
landscape—sights, noises—already dissolving. World turning pale, silent. By tonight, 
once more, as intimate as a prison cell. 
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Rye Point 
 
 
1. 
Waves in the ocean do not begin in the ocean. They begin a hundred thousand 
miles away, on the surface of the sun. That surface is alive. Its life is violence, and 
destruction, and change. Its elements clash, and transform, and make heat. This heat spills 
into space. It spills against desert planets, and through vast black voids, and against the 
frail membrane of air that stretches across the face of the Earth. Air, when heated, 
expands, and then rises. As it rises, it leaves behind empty space. Cold air rushes into that 
space. This rushing air is wind. In the middle of the sea, wind wrinkles water, causing it 
to ripple. This ripple swells, and arcs, and slides forward. Sliding, it becomes a wave, and 
gathers force. Force carries it across the tilted seafloor, first loping, then racing, and then 
colliding—breaking, ending—and scattering itself among a million grains of sand. 
Each grain of sand was once part of a rock. For billions of years, billions of waves 
have beaten against billions of rocks, and some of these rocks were born with the Sun. 
 
2. 
 
It is a toy for a child, this surfboard. It was his toy. When he found it, it was 
buried under what looked like a hundred years of dust. Now he stands at the edge of the 
ocean and dips its nose into the shallow water. Dust lifts from its surface and trails off in 
thin gray wisps. These disappear into the churning white foam. 
The horizon has disappeared. The storm has blotted it out. The sky is filled with 
heavy clouds, which look like dark glaciers but tremble and pulse. The sky and the sea 
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are both the same color. It is the color of dull metal. Though it is low tide, heavy sheets of 
water surge past the high-tide marker. Where he stands, in the shallows, the rushing water 
reaches almost to his knees. Broken waves course past his shins and flood the beach. 
Seconds later, the same waves return, and are sucked against his calves, back into the 
ocean. This action creates two currents. Each one is full of force. Standing in place takes 
effort. 
The sea is not cold. It is the same temperature as the air. Lately the days have 
chilled. But the ocean has been heated all summer. It will keep warm for another few 
weeks. 
He is watching for a lull. He knows that one will come, even during a storm like 
this. Only a lull, he thinks, will let him reach past the breakers and into the open water. 
He cannot say how high the waves are, but guesses they are six feet, perhaps even ten. 
Breaking, they sound like car accidents. The whole ocean, not only the waves, is full of 
noises. It sounds almost like an animal bellowing out its deep, continuous, amplified 
moan. This is all he can hear. He scans right and left, and sees no one. It is still very 
early. Lighter out now, but when he pulled up, the beach was dark. Even the parking lot 
was unlit. He stepped out of the car and sat on its hood. Although he knew that the ocean 
was only about sixty yards away, he could barely make it out. In the distance, it looked 
like a field, heaving wildly, massive and black. For a long time, he lay on the hood and 
listened to the sea. He inhaled the sea. He tasted its rich, mellow salt. He stayed so long 
like this that he almost forgot where he was. Everything that was not the black sky was 
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the black ocean, he thought. Then he imagined that he was not on the hood of a rental car 
but on the deck of a boat. 
Forty yards out, a large wave has just broken. The clap that it sounded shook him 
back to attention. Now, what was the wave is a high wall of whitewater. It’s tumbling 
toward him, as quick as spreading flame. He can see behind it, but just barely. There, the 
water looks to have lulled somewhat. It is not peaceful. But it has lulled and, on this 
morning, it is as close to calm as it may ever be. His limbs grow tense, his mind alert. He 
lifts the board and tucks it under his arm. The tall line of surging foam is very close now. 
And now it strikes against him, and reaches almost to his waist. He staggers backward. 
Then the current stills. It gathers itself before recoiling. He lunges forward. As the spent 
wave slides backward, he slips the board below his chest, leaves his feet, and launches 
into the ocean. 
Under him, and under his board, the seaward-rushing water is like a flooded river. 
He is surprised to find that he has landed so cleanly. He is also surprised at the power of 
this current. It carries him five yards, perhaps more, and then slackens. He floats over a 
swell. It feels like driving over a gentle hill. On its other side he begins to paddle. He 
lowers his head, holding it close above the board, and throws his arms forward. He 
plunges them deep, and then pulls them back. He frees them from the water, lifts them 
into the air, and then plunges them forward again. After another five yards, the board 
begins to glide. He remembers to clasp his fingers together, to make them into the shape 
of small paddles. Ten more yards pass, and only now does he realize that he forgot to 
take off his t-shirt. At the edges of his vision, he sees it clinging to his shoulders. The 
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white cloth has soaked through. It has turned almost translucent. His skin is red and 
scaled with small bumps, with what his grandmother used to call “gooseflesh.” 
Fifteen yards more, maybe twenty, his arms are beginning to tire and ache. A 
sloppy, smallish wave rolls toward him. He pulls and pulls, and then glides across its 
unbroken face. Another comes, this one slightly larger than the last. As it builds, he feels 
it gathering below him, and feels his board being sucked into its path. Once more, he 
sends his arms forward and back, and down and up, and forward and back again. In this 
way he reaches the wave before it can break against him. He passes over its crest and 
then sinks gently, as though on an elevator, down its back slope and coasts onto the long 
plane of flat water that stretches out in its wake.        
Now he relaxes. Here, the water is not gentle, but it is deep. The lull has passed. 
He has made it across the breakpoint. The oncoming waves seem smaller. He judges that 
he should be able to float over them. He presses himself upright and straddles his board 
between his legs. Then he turns toward the shore.  
In the wet, heavy air, the houses that line the beach have lost their edges. He tries 
to assemble a complete picture of the scene. He searches for a memory of what this 
beachfront looked like when he was small. Then he slides down the back of another 
passing wave, and for a few seconds the shore disappears and he can see only water. 
When, on the next wave, he rises again, he sees a large house, one he can’t remember 
ever having seen before. Unlike the others, its windows are lighted. On its roof there are 
two men. They are working. They seem to be hammering shingles. 
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A sharp surge of wind licks a cold spray of water into his eyes. They sting. He 
presses them shut. Then he turns away from the wind, away from the shoreline, to the 
sea, to face the disappeared horizon. When he opens his eyes he finds, at thirty yards, a 
large oncoming wave. Twenty yards, and he can see that it is big, bigger than any of the 
others, and also faster, and so solid that it is almost pure black, except at its topmost edge, 
where it carries at its crest, like a raised knife, a gleaming streak of white. Fifteen 
seconds, and it will be where he is, still sitting upright on his board, and it will be about 
to break. Ten seconds, and it will draw him into its wide, spitting face.  
Very close to it now, staring up at it, he can see that it isn’t a wave but a house. 
He sees this and sees what will happen next. He will be locked inside the house. His body 
will be pinned to its walls. And then the walls, the ceiling, and everything else will 
collapse. 
3. 
 
Every body carries a partial history of the whole species. The secret seed that 
guided man out of the muck still lives there, together with countless other secret, 
unnamed things. 
Twenty feet below the surface of the sea, dazed, tumbled, and without air, it is 
impossible to scream. The body does not allow it, and now it is the body that is in 
control. In this moment, a man must put aside the long chain of thought and deed that led 
him to this place. Here, he must put himself aside. Now, he is a pair of flooding lungs. 
He will open his eyes in the dark and find that his arms are already moving. His 
whole body is moving, he’ll discover, cutting through space. This is the final stroke, he 
! !92 
will think. This is the final stroke, he will think again. This, then, he will think, at long 
last this is the final stroke, and then his hands will touch sand and he will dig his fingers 
into it and feel how wide it is, all of it, and how soft and cold, and the dark that is in his 
eyes now will not be the dark of the ocean, and still he will push and push, and ask and 
ask if it could go on like this forever. 
 
